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Tiivistelmä – Abstract 
 
This thesis is a study of Iain M. Banks’ The Player of Games using genre theory as the key critical concept. The 
text, which I will analyze, is a utopian science fiction story. My interest is centered on how the story acts as a 
new utopian text, using the age-old utopian genre and fusing it with new and modern ideas and how it 
combines classic utopia with its new science fiction version. 
First, I introduce the topic. Utopian fiction is a genre of literature with ancient roots and a cultural 
phenomenon, which is even older. Even though the first utopia novel was published in 1516, utopia is a 
force which has always played a part in human society and imagination from a time earlier than the ancient 
Greeks. The story is very close to the classic utopian tale, where two societies are placed in opposition and 
all the positive aspects of the utopian one are described. The Player of Games is a text which renews the classic 
ideas of the utopian genre and updates them for the contemporary age. In the first chapter I will, along with 
defining the basic concepts, give a brief biography of the Scottish writer Iain M. Banks. As an author Iain M. 
Banks is both the writer of science as well as general fiction. The Player of Games is a part of a long series of 
novels centered on Culture, the fictional modern utopian society. At the end of this chapter I will also give a 
condensed version of the plot of the novel. The Player of Games is a science fiction novel which tells the story 
of Jernau Morat Gurgeh, a citizen of Culture, an advanced society in the future. He is a game player who is 
looking for new challenges and is offered a journey to the empire of Azad, a society considerably different 
from his own, to play an incredibly complicated game that, should he win, would make him the new 
emperor of Azad.  
In the next chapter I define some of my key themes and concepts. These include utopia, both the term as 
well as the genre of literature, the concept of ideology, science fiction and postmodernism. The key elements 
of all utopias are that a utopia is a nonexistent place that can be considered perfect and where the social 
organization of that place is given emphasis. In this chapter I also give a concise version of the history of 
utopia from it’s early roots to the present day. When giving a history of utopia I will also discuss science 
fiction and its history, which is occasionally intertwined with that of utopian fiction. In fact the two genres 
are very closely related and both share a similar and central element of estrangement. Finally I will introduce 
the central themes of my analysis. I have chosen three major themes for this purpose: 1) The role of gender, 
sex and the body 2) The role of work and economy and 3) The role of ideology and politics. I have chosen 
these three topics because they best illustrate both the novelty of the text as well as the ways in which the 
text renews different generic conventions. 
In the third chapter I present my genre analysis of the text. As I mentioned before, I have chosen three 
central themes for my analysis. The first is the issue of sex, gender and the body. I chose this topic because 
the gender and sexual system of the text is interesting and they have not been addressed in classic utopian 
texts. The body, and especially the fragility of the body, is another point of interest for me. The second 
theme of my analysis is the role of work and economy. This is a theme that is practically a staple in utopian 
fiction, since the dissolution of manual labor is something that nearly all utopias share. The Player of Games 
uses very theoretical and interesting methods when dealing with this theme. My third and final theme for the 
analysis is the issue of politics and ideology, another topic which is right at the heart of utopian writing. 
Finally I draw some final conclusions. According to my analysis, the theoretical and distant nature of the text 
act as inspirational elements, thereby keeping the text vital and relevant in the contemporary age. Utopian 
fiction in its classic form has been made obsolete and has to reinstate itself within science fiction in order to 
survive. The Player of Games is a part of a movement to accomplish this. At the same time the text acts as a 
both and ally and a foil to postmodernism, adapting some of its features while subverting others, in a 
manner typical for a science fiction text. 
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1. Introduction 
 
In this section I will introduce the topic and approach of my thesis. I will briefly introduce 
the key concepts of my thesis such as utopia, genre, and postmodernism and will also 
shortly overview the structure of my thesis. I will then introduce The Player of Games, a 
novel by the Scottish author Iain M. Banks, which provides the literary material for my 
thesis. I will give a short biography of Mr. Banks, a very concise version of the plot of the 
novel, and briefly examine how other people have studied his novels. Finally I will draw a 
few conclusions. 
 
1.1. Topic and Approach 
 
Utopian fiction is a form of literature which is as ancient as human culture. As a concept 
utopia, dreaming about a perfect world and society, can be traced back to the very roots of 
civilization. Utopia is a strange facet of human experience; it is at the same time ever-
present, yet ethereal and insubstantial. Utopia inspires human action from daydreaming to 
politics to fiction. It seems that we human beings cannot live without it, yet we are always 
very reluctant to accept it as a driving force or an inspiration and are unwilling to see it 
become manifest. Even when the future seems bright and promising and we are only two 
steps from seeing utopia come into fruition, there are always people who will be cynical 
and resist it. Naturally the nature of utopia is dependent on time, culture, political 
ideologies and numerous other factors. And utopia cannot ever be reached, it is always 
somewhere just beyond the horizon, in the future, coming soon but never here. A utopia 
realized is utopia no more. 
 Iain M. Banks’ The Player of Games is an example of a new form of utopia, a 
science fiction utopia. Utopian fiction has always been a part of societal thought, but it has 
also transformed considerably during the 20th century. Some claim that the classic utopia 
died due to the influence of dystopian (anti-utopian) fiction in the genre after World War 
II. It is possible to view the science fiction utopia as a genre which preserved the ideals of 
classical utopia and made them viable for a modern (or postmodern) age. 
I will approach the text by utilizing the theoretical concept of genre, as well as 
different concepts related to postmodernism. The Player of Games exists in a crossroads of 
utopian fiction and science fiction, especially its postmodernist forms. It is rooted in 
utopia, which has classical roots, but it also has connections to new and postmodern 
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features of science fiction, such as feminist science fiction and cyberpunk which draw their 
influences from the ideological and political currents of the late 20th century. My aim in 
this thesis is to illustrate the way The Player of Games bridges the gap between 
postmodernist science fiction and utopian fiction, sharing some qualities of both, but 
almost meticulously denying others. My intention is to show how in his novel Iain M. 
Banks uses the familiar utopian concept in a new way. 
The specific way of using genre in this thesis is similar to the way it is used in 
examining postmodern literature. As I will further explain in this study, science fiction is a 
literary genre that does not embrace postmodernism very willingly and only a small, very 
recent sub-genre of science fiction can be considered formally postmodernist. The Player 
of Games cannot be considered a purely postmodernist novel; in fact it is a text which 
denies postmodernist form. Nevertheless, the way the genre works in a postmodern setting 
is a very fitting way of analyzing this novel. 
Having presented the aims and structure of the thesis, I will briefly introduce Iain 
M. Banks, his literature and career. Then I will give a condensed version of the plot and 
setting of Banks’s novel The Player of Games, the object of my analysis. The novel tells 
the story of a Jernau Morat Gurgeh, a citizen of a society called the Culture set in the 
distant future and his travels to a distant empire of Azad. 
In chapter 2 I will give a brief introduction and a definition of the concept and 
literature of utopia, and also define some terms and concepts related to them. Utopia is a 
phenomenon that is much more wide-reaching and complex than just a literary genre. The 
term utopia requires definition before any further analysis can be conducted. Because of its 
scope, utopia is related to numerous similar concepts and phenomena. I will give a short 
historical overview of utopia, beginning from classical times right up to the late 20th 
century. I will also investigate the relationship between utopian and the science fiction 
genres. I will attempt to briefly present the history and development of both of the genres, 
with a greater emphasis on the utopian one. Because the genres are very interrelated, some 
aspects of the history of utopia are more or less the same as the history of science fiction. I 
will also highlight some of the most troublesome aspects of the relationship between two 
genres. In this chapter I will also study concepts related to my analysis, such as critical 
utopia, dystopia, feminist science fiction, cyberpunk, postmodern science fiction and so on. 
I will present my analysis in chapter 3. In the analysis of the novel I will highlight 
three different themes and aspects of the story and explain what part they have played in 
utopian novels in the past and how their role is transformed in this one. These themes are 
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the roles of gender, sex and the body, the role of work and economy and the role of 
ideology and politics in a society. As these themes have been dealt with differently in 
different stages and ages of utopian and science fiction, I will examine which ways are 
specific to The Player of Games and why they are significant to this study. 
Finally I will draw conclusions on the analysis of the novel, in chapter 4. I will 
summarize my main findings and discuss the function and relevance of new utopia in 
relation to utopia, science fiction and literature and culture in general. 
 
1.2 Iain M. Banks: Biography and Writing 
 
In this chapter I will briefly introduce Iain M. Banks, his literature and the subject of this 
study, The Player of Games. I will also give a very concise summation of the plot and 
basic setting of the novel. 
Iain M. Banks was born in Scotland in 1954. He writes two kinds of fiction using 
two different names. Under the name Iain Banks he writes mainstream literary fiction and 
under the name Iain M. Banks he writes science fiction. The Player of Games is the second 
novel in the Culture-series, the first being Consider Phlebas (1987). Other novels in the 
Culture series include Consider Phlebas (1983), The State of the Art (1989), The Use of 
Weapons (1990) and Look to Windward (200). Among his general fiction titles are The 
Wasp Factory (1984), The Bridge (1986), Espedair Street (1987), The Crow Road (1992) 
and Dead Air (2002). He continues to write to this day.  
As Procter points out, “Iain Banks is really two authors” (Procter, online). Procter 
also correctly points out that the division between the two authors, and two kinds of 
writing, overlaps, “as anyone who has enjoyed the futuristic dimensions of, for example, 
The Bridge (1986), or noted the many references to contemporary Scotland in the science 
fiction, will know” (Procter, online).  
It is interesting how this duality is viewed in terms of literature and literary 
genres. According to Booker, “the respected Scottish writer Iain Banks […] has written (as 
Iain M. Banks) a number of science fiction novels” (Booker, 43). In this instance it seems 
that Banks is a “serious author” first and a writer of science fiction second. This kind of 
thinking can be found elsewhere as well. Punter and Byron note that “As Iain M. Banks, he 
is the author of a series of science fiction novels […] As Iain Banks, his novels have been 
more diverse, and several of them have acquired a reputation as the products of a 
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peculiarly dark imagination” (Punter and Byron, 83). It is also interesting to note Banks’ 
relationship with genres. According to Procter,  
 
Banks has been relatively unshackled by the sort of generic constraints and 
conventions that have held back some of his contemporaries, making him one of 
the most prolific contemporary writers in the UK, and one of the most read 
authors in the world. […] From another position, however, Banks’ crossover 
appeal has resulted in him being one of the most critically neglected of modern 
day writers. (Procter, online, original emphasis) 
 
Iain Banks is also known for his politically left-leaning themes, in both genres of his 
writing. In the case of The Bridge, for instance this theme manifests as “a dystopian world 
[…] with its strictly segregated, socially hierarchical “community”” (Procter, online). The 
Culture novels, on the other hand are “political utopia” (Procter, online). To quote 
Mendelsohn, 
 
By dispensing with scarcity, Banks removed most of the motivations that usually 
power SF and turned space opera in the most unlikely direction. A form that had 
never been considered particularly sensitive to the depiction of human emotion 
became, in Banks’ work, the stage for obsessive consideration of how sentients 
might act if eating was not the primary concern. Banks wrote tales in which 
politics is a game of reputation and memory; empire [referring to the Culture 
here] is truly built on the best of all motives, and the genuine goal of the 
community is to create the best of all possible places for each individual member 
of society. (Mendelsohn, 557) 
 
The Player of Games has not been the subject of much critical study. Even individual 
reactions among the fans of Banks are somewhat hard to find. Usually it is mentioned 
alongside other Culture novels, probably because different novels in the Culture-series are 
used to illustrate different aspects of the fictitious world and even though the novels are 
usually very distant from each other in terms of time and characters, they do form a series.  
Alan McGillivary compares Consider Phlebas, The Use of Weapons and The 
Player of Games to modern thrillers by saying that the decision to use people in Contact or 
Special Circumstances as the protagonists for these novels places them “not a million 
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parsecs from James Bond or the heroes of John Le Carré and Len Deighton” 
(MacGillivary, online). He then goes on to say: 
 
On a superficial level, this might not add up to a fiction that engages the critical 
faculties too deeply. Yet, because Banks has in a way turned the political 
convention of pulp science fiction inside-out, there are some interesting 
paradoxes visible in the novels, paradoxes that have their counterparts in Banks’s 
mainstream fiction. (MacGillivary, online) 
 
There are some critical articles written which feature The Player of Games. Chris Brown 
has written an article which features the novel, but it is used again in the context of other 
Culture novels. His article examines the ways a liberal utopia (The Culture) intervenes 
with the societies it encounters during its expansion. Brown compares the way The Culture 
operates to the ways in which traditional, imperialistic societies have operated and 
discusses the differences between the two. I will be using Brown’s article later on in my 
analysis. 
A similar article, written by James Heilman and Patrick Jackson, is concerned 
with the ways the Culture deals with different “others” it encounters. In this article 
Heilman and Jackson use The Culture as an example of a society which is very advanced 
in terms of technology but still operating with a traditionally liberal outlook, which is 
based on the enlightenment, strongly anti-imperialistic and relying on reason rather than 
dogmatism.  
Alan Jacobs’ article is titled “The Ambiguous Utopia of Iain M. Banks” and it too 
explores the ideological dimensions of The Culture. In accordance with the title, Jacobs’ 
article finds very few definitive or conclusive answers. Jacobs also finds the idea of a 
liberal outlook leading a space-spanning empire a difficult one.  
 
1.3. The Player of Games 
 
The Player of Games is set in a distant future, more than ten thousand years from now. At 
that time humanity has found means to travel vast distances in outer space and 
subsequently has spread across galaxies. Sentient artificial intelligence has also been 
developed as well as a means to modify human beings so that people are impervious to 
disease, live for an extended period of time (hundreds of years), heal faster from physical 
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injuries, have no defects such as blindness or other disabilities and so on. This is at least 
the case in the society of Culture, where the novel is set. The Culture is a society of nearly 
infinite natural resources. As is typical in utopia, manual labor is non-existent as well as 
things like poverty, exploitation, violence, religion, individual fame and et cetera. 
The Culture is the (modern) utopian society of the novel. It is a machine-human 
symbiotic society where human beings and artificial intelligences co-exist. The most 
advanced artificial intelligences, the Minds, are responsible for running the larger of the 
spaceships or the orbital rings (which often act as home for millions of people). There are 
also drones, who are not as advanced as the Minds, but still considered to be autonomous 
citizens of the society on par with human beings. 
In addition to the Culture the novel has other societies and peoples in the universe 
of the novel. The Culture expands continuously, but peacefully. A faction of the Culture, 
Contact, has specialized in establishing and being in contact with new cultures and 
civilizations. Its sub-unit, Special Circumstances, is the most secretive and mysterious part 
of Culture. Simply put, Contact and Special Circumstances are the CIA of the Culture. 
The plot of The Player of Games is centered on Jernau Morat Gurgeh, a game-
player. One of the ways of spending one’s life, since employment no longer exists, in the 
Culture is to play games. In the novel, Gurgeh is contacted by Contact and is told about the 
empire of Azad, a distant empire far away from his home. The society of Azad is nearly 
antithetical to the Culture. It is near totalitarian, caste-based and cruel. Azad is also built 
around one gigantic game, also called Azad, which is considered to be so intricate that 
whoever masters the game well enough will become emperor of Azad. Gurgeh is offered 
the chance to travel to Azad to play the gigantic game and he accepts. Gurgeh travels to 
Azad and joins the game. He faces mounting opposition since no outsider has ever won the 
tournament. He even becomes a target of an attempted assassination, but makes it to the 
final games. During the very end of the game, the Emperor, unable to accept that a visitor 
from another world is capable of defeating him the game, attempts to kill Gurgeh. The 
Culture man is saved at the last minute by his accompanying drone who then reveals that 
the entire journey was part of a plot, concocted by Contact and Special Circumstances, 
throw the entire Azadian Empire into revolution and turmoil by having an outside player 
win the game. 
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1.4. Conclusions 
 
In this chapter I have introduced the central elements of my thesis. The most important 
concepts in this thesis are genre theory, which is my key theoretical concept, and the two 
literary genres of utopia and science fiction. Postmodernism is another key concept in this 
study, and I will expand on these terms and concepts in detail later on. 
 I also introduced the author Iain M. Banks and examined some of the ways his 
novels have been analyzed and studied. Most critics discussed the way Banks writes (at 
least) two kinds of fiction and how they occasionally overlap. Some critics also noted the 
political elements of his writing as well as drawing parallels between his science fiction 
writing and spy thrillers, while adding that Banks’ particular handling of the genre, through 
the adding of political elements and subverting genre conventions, make them much more 
compelling and also link them to his general fiction. 
In this chapter I also introduced Banks’ The Player of Games and gave a 
condensed version of its plot. The story tells the tale of Jernau Morat Gurgeh, a citizen of a 
utopia-like society called the Culture who visits a distant empire known as Azad. The key 
element in the text is the tension between these two fictional societies, in a manner familiar 
to other utopian texts. 
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2. Utopia 
 
In this section I will discuss utopia both as a cultural and literary phenomenon. I will begin 
with the very basic definitions of the phenomenon and then move on to the literary genre 
in section 2.1. When defining the literary genre of utopia I will particularly concentrate on 
the difficulty of its definition and examine how different critics and theorists have defined 
its central features. 
In section 2.2. I will examine utopia from a historical perspective and alongside 
the history trace the roots of science fiction and discuss the similarities and shared 
background of the two genres. I will begin with the classic utopias and work my way up to 
the modern and postmodern forms of utopia and science fiction. 
 Finally, in section 2.3., I will discuss my theoretical concepts and explain how 
genre, a fairly problematic concept in itself, works in relation to utopia, science fiction and 
this study. I will especially concentrate on modern utopia and science fiction utopia and 
discuss things related to postmodernism, feminism and other contemporary concepts. I will 
also draw some conclusions regarding these concepts and other matters I’ve dealt with in 
this chapter. 
 
2.1. Utopia as a Cultural and Literary Phenomenon 
 
The concept of ”utopia” was introduced to the public consciousness by Sir Thomas More. 
His novel Utopia (1516) was the first instance of the extended use of the term. The word is 
a compound of two existing Greek words and literally means a ”no-place”, an imagined 
state or place. Thus, paradoxically enough, utopia can be defined as something that does 
not exist, its nonexistence as its ”primary characteristic” (Clayes and Sargeant, 1). Utopia 
is a fictional construct, a place that exists only in the imagination of its creator and in the 
text. As well as referring to the entire phenomena, the term is often used to refer to a 
particular fictional society within a utopian text. So in the case of More the utopia in his 
novel is an island society, confusingly enough called Utopia. The utopia in Iain M. Banks’s 
novel is called the Culture and so on. Even though More was the first person to use the 
term, the phenomenon of utopia is more wide-ranging than a single novel and existed 
before More. 
Utopia has numerous definitions. A basic definition is that it ”is an ideal state of 
civilization and society that exists in perfect harmony with itself” (Mann, 517). A utopian 
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place is generally a place which is somehow better, an improved or even ideal one 
compared to the place the person who invents the utopia lives in. As Ruth Levitas says, 
utopia ”is about how we would live and what kind of a world we would live in if we could 
do just that” (Levitas, 1). To put it simply, utopia is the idea of a perfect (or near-perfect) 
world. Another important feature of utopia is that it is in stark contrast with the society of 
its author or audience. As Karl Mannheim says, ”[a] state of mind is utopian when it is 
incongruous with the state of reality within which it occurs” (Mannheim, 173).  
Another facet of the definition of utopia can be found not in its scholarly but 
rather its popular usage. As mentioned before, utopia means a ”no-place”, and in colloquial 
language utopia is synonymous with unrealism and idealism, issues that are pleasant but 
ultimately impractical. Consider, for instance, the second definition that the Oxford 
English Dictionary definition gives to ”utopia”: 
 
2. A place, state, or condition ideally perfect in respect of politics, laws, customs, 
and conditions.   
b. An impossibly ideal scheme, esp. for social improvement.  
(online) 
 
The impossibility and impracticality of utopia can certainly be seen as a flaw or a negative 
aspect. On the other hand the ethereal and insubstantial aspects of utopia make it seem 
much more inviting and worth chasing after. If utopia were a simple daydream, it would 
hold no fascination for us after it passed. On the other hand, if utopia was manifested here 
and now, it would instantly be forced to the limitations of time and space and reality and 
lose its inspiring qualities. As Kumar notes, “[just] as the hidden God, who will always 
remain hidden, provokes us to try to uncover the veil, to discover perfect truth and perfect 
morality, so utopia’s “nowhereness” incites the search for it” (Kumar, Utopianism, 3) 
So utopia is a phenomenon concerned with better or even ideal places which are 
nevertheless out of our reach, often impractical or impossible. Naturally many things 
would fit this definition. A simple fairytale certainly imagines a better or perhaps ideal 
place which is out of the grasp of the average person. Another example could be the 
concept of heaven or afterlife found in many religions. It is certainly a state which is an 
ideal one, and impossible to reach from our current state of being. Neither of these things, 
however, are utopia. 
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In utopia, the central element is society and the way in which society and social 
life is organized. While fairytales, religious concepts of heaven and simple daydreams can 
all be seen as the foundation or roots of utopia, they are rarely concerned with the details 
of societal arrangement of those imaginary places and therefore are not utopias. Even the 
OED definition above mentions ”social improvement” as part of the definition of utopia. 
Tom Moylan notes that ”[utopia] negates the contradictions in a social system by forging 
visions of what is not yet realized either in theory or practice” (Moylan, 1-2) and in 
Mann’s definition utopia is ”[the] hypothetical political state first ironically described by 
Thomas More” (Mann, 517). Parrinder notes that utopian literature is a literature which 
”enters the domain of political philosophy and becomes associated with ideological 
struggle” (Parrinder, 10).  
Ideology as a concept is as slippery and hard to define as utopia. Ideology can be 
defined either with positive or negative connotations: ”Ideology with a positive meaning 
refers to a system of opinions, values and knowledge which are connected with certain 
class interests” (Larrain, 172) and with a negative connotation ideology is ”distorted 
knowledge” (Larrain, 173). Ideology is an all-encompassing feature in society, a deep-set 
feature which seems to exist like utopia, not always clearly visible but ever-present and 
powerful. According to Tom Moylan, ”[all] expression within a culture – whether ordinary 
language, slick advertising, hard science, devout prayer, or utopian writing – is embedded 
in ideology, sometimes entirely within the dominant ideology, sometimes within a 
subordinate or oppositional ideology” (Moylan, 18). 
Certainly one clear defining feature of utopia is evident: its literary form. If 
someone mentions the word ”utopia”, most people will think of novels and authors, of 
Thomas More, of Plato, perhaps of Karl Marx, certainly of George Orwell and Aldous 
Huxley. The literary form of utopia can certainly be seen as one of the defining features of 
utopia. As Krishan Kumar says, ”[utopia] inherits classical and Christian forms and 
themes, but it transforms them into a distinctive novelty, a distinctive literary genre 
carrying a distinctive social philosophy” (Kumar, Utopia, 3). 
If the entire phenomenon of utopia is hard to define because of its magnitude and 
various qualities, the utopian genre is at least more contained. And, as mentioned before, 
utopian literature is a very defining facet of utopia. Utopia got its name from a literary text 
and it is the form where most utopias are given shape. It is in literature where utopia finds 
its unique form and where utopias are described and discussed. And considering that my 
analysis deals with a utopian novel, an understanding and analysis of the genre is essential. 
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Ruth Levitas has taken an extensive look into previous studies concerning utopia 
by different researchers. After comparing and contrasting a total of eight historical utopian 
studies she concludes that ”[there] is a core of writers almost universally recognized as 
utopian: Plato, More, Bacon, Campanella, Cabet” (Levitas, 32). The core of utopia in this 
sense consists of male writers located in Europe, who wrote their novels between the 
Classical times and the 19th century. It should be noted that as none of the studies Levitas 
used were written after 1952; they naturally concentrate on earlier utopian works.  
Utopia outside the literary genre, the roots of utopia mentioned before, is dealt 
with varying degree in different studies but is generally not considered to be part of ”utopia 
proper” (Levitas, 33), although this material is possibly ”incipiently” (Levitas, 34) utopian. 
Also the idea of finding a definition of utopia by way of content and function is also a 
possibility. According to Levitas, one of the functions of utopia is ”to criticize the present” 
(Levitas, 34). She also notes that utopia is ”an ideal which, while strictly speaking 
impossible to realize, nevertheless (in some unspecified way) helps history to unfold in a 
positive direction” (Levitas, 34). Ultimately, the utopian form is more important, however, 
and the definition of utopia remains to be an imaginary society, ”one which is more or less 
complete and couched in fictional terms” (Levitas, 33). 
Negley and Patrick define the utopian literary genre by three characteristics. 
These characteristics are that ”(1) it is fictional; (2) it describes a particular state or 
community; (3) its theme is the political structure of that fictional state or community” 
(Moylan, 31; original emphasis). The first two characteristics are something that all utopias 
share, but the final one seems, once again, to dismiss the more primitive utopias from the 
sphere of utopia. 
Raymond Williams offers another set of utopian characteristics. According to 
Williams, there are 4 types of worlds in the utopian genre:  
 
(a) the paradise, in which a happier life is described as simply existing 
elsewhere; (b) the externally altered world, in which a new kind of life has been 
made possible by an unlooked-for natural event; (c) the willed transformation, in 
which a new kind of life has been achieved by human effort: (d) the 
technological transformation, in which a new kind of life has been made possible 
by a technical discovery”. (Williams, online, original emphasis)  
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Darko Suvin defines the utopian genre as ”the verbal construction of a particular quasi-
human community where sociopolitical institutions, norms and individual relationships are 
organized according to a more perfect principle than in the author’s community, this 
construction being based on estrangement arising out of an alternative historical 
hypothesis” (Suvin, quoted in Moylan, 33). This definition clearly owes much to science 
fiction utopias since classical utopian writers always imagined the inhabitants of their 
utopias as ordinary human beings. People possessing “quasi-human” qualities clearly 
belong to later, science fiction utopian novels. Only after the technological developments 
which enable the modification of the human body was this possibility ever considered in 
utopian fiction (or elsewhere). Also the inclusion of “an alternative history hypothesis” 
points in this direction, as alternative history is a sub-genre of science fiction. Otherwise 
the definition is very similar to other definitions of utopia, including mentions of a “more 
perfect principle” of organizing a community.  
The relationship between the two genres of science fiction and utopia is an 
interesting and troublesome issue. Science fiction, as a genre, seems to offer a clear and 
easy definition right in its name. There is no conflicting ambiguity of utopia here; science 
fiction is fiction about science, or fiction of a scientific kind. This definition, however, 
does very little to help in creating an actual definition of science fiction. The question of 
what exactly is science, and how should a writer of science fiction write about it, is one 
that is far beyond the scope of this study, but an important question in defining the genre.  
A shared quality of utopia and science fiction is the concept of “estrangement”. 
As Parrinder puts it, ”SF works to ’estrange’ the reader by showing him or her a world 
transformed by some new element. At the same time, this new world is made familiar and 
thus comprehensible” (Parrinder, 58). Even though Parrinder is talking about only science 
fiction here, the same principle certainly applies for utopian fiction.  
One way of describing this process of ”familiarizing the unfamiliar” is through 
the concept of ”cognitive estrangement”, as Darko Suvin puts it. The term of ”cognitive 
estrangement” comes from ”the Russian Formalist critics of the early twentieth century. 
[It] stands for a cleansing and renewal of our perceptions, brought about by the distancing 
properties of poetic language” (Parrinder, 73). In science fiction the estranging element is a 
formerly unknown element in the narrative, rather than poetic language, even though the 
element can certainly be in the form of new words or language (usually the new story 
elements, whatever they may be, have unusual new names). In numerous 
utopian/dystopian science fiction novels, such as 1984 or Clockwork Orange an important 
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aspect of the estranging element of the story is the new slang and language, which requires 
a careful reading of the story in order to correctly understand it. The estranging element 
can be anything from a laser pistol in any space opera to the concept of “thought crime” or 
“doublespeak” in 1984 and in a fantasy novel it can be anything from a ring that turns the 
wearer invisible to a fire-breathing dragon. The estranging narrative element usually 
challenges the reader to decode its nature from the surrounding narrative. Regardless of the 
nature of the estranging element, it is always something that the reader has no previous 
experience of. 
The element of estrangement has other functions in addition to introducing the 
reader to previously unknown story or language elements. The estranging element in a 
science fiction or utopian tale does not only provide the readers with fresh visions of an 
alternative reality, but also gives them a new way of looking at the reality they currently 
inhabit. In the words of Ernst Bloch, estrangement acts as ”a shocking and distancing 
mirror above the all too familiar reality” (Bloch quoted in Parrinder, 73).  
This is the point where the two genres of science fiction and utopian fiction meet. 
If the element of estrangement can be expanded from issues which are scientific or from 
pseudo-scientific theory to include political and social factors, we are faced with a single 
genre which encompasses both science fiction and utopian literature, at least in terms of 
form. Some theorists say that there should be a single genre compassing utopia, science 
fiction and satire (Parrinder, 77), and Suvin argues that ”[for] all its adventure, romance, 
popularization and wonderousness, SF can finally be written only between the utopia and 
the anti-utopian horizons” (Suvin quoted in Parrinder, 77). Scholes & Rabkin, on the other 
hand, have a completely opposite view. In their view, science fiction is superior to 
traditional utopia and go on to say that ”[science] fiction, which changes dream into 
projection, forces us to face the implications of utopia in a more concrete and therefore 
more powerful way” (Scholes & Rabkin, 27).  
 
2.2. A History of Utopia 
 
The history of Utopia is long and varied. In the first section of this chapter I will briefly 
examine the classic utopia, the form of utopia that existed before More’s novel and 
immediately after it. This form of utopia has roots in numerous places from the classical 
tradition of ancient Greece to European folk tradition. Early utopia also has an interesting 
relationship with early Christianity. I will also discuss the particular qualities that made 
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More’s novel a classic and such an influential work of literature. In this section I will also 
discuss some of the features of utopia literature that followed More’s novel. I will also 
discuss the utopia in the 19th century. The key concepts related to utopia at this time are 
socialism and Marxism. Even though the most famous socialist and Marxist thinkers 
rejected utopia, “utopian Marxism” is a form of utopia which had a considerable influence 
on all utopia following it.  
Later in the chapter I will define and discuss modern utopia. The dystopian form 
of utopian literature was perhaps the most important feature of utopia at this time. The 
post-war era is a grim one and not very favorable to utopia, and many past utopias were 
subjected to criticism and re-envisioning during this time. Some critics have even claimed 
this era to be the death of utopia, even though reformation is a more accurate term. During 
this time utopia found various new forms and even inspired some of the social changes of 
the era. This is also the time when utopia and science fiction began to blend and assimilate. 
Before More's Utopia, utopian thought can be found in the writings of classical 
age philosophers as well as in the popular, universal (at least in Europe) concepts of a 
perfect society (Kumar, Utopia, 3). Hesiod, Plato, Virgil and Ovid wrote the definitive 
descriptions of a mythical, long-gone Golden Age for the West by but similar mythical 
concepts can be traced to different places across the globe (Kumar, Utopianism, 4). An 
example of the second variety of pre-utopia is Cokaygne, a simple, popular utopia of 
hedonistic plenty immortalized in a fourteenth-century English poem, The Land of 
Cokaygne (Kumar, Utopia, 7).  
Utopia is also rooted in the religious life and thought of the early, pre-More 
period (Kumar, Utopianism, 8), the monastery system in Europe was a model of a certain 
kind of perfect society at the time (Kumar, Utopia, 18) and the idea of Milleniarism is also 
a religious concept which influenced utopia. According to Kumar, “[Millenarianism] is a 
prelude to something radically new, something not experienced even in the original 
Paradise” (Kumar, Utopianism, 7). Later utopia moved away from Christianity but its 
initial influence cannot be underestimated. As Kumar puts it ”[utopia] appears only in 
societies with the classical and Christian heritage, that is, only in the West” (Kumar, 
Utopia, 19). 
While the predecessors of Utopia discussed the planning of a perfect society from 
a more or less theoretical viewpoint, More's novel used a unique literary form that would 
later act as the blueprint for the genre. As Kumar notes in his study, 
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[Thomas More's Utopia] shows the best society not as a normative or prescriptive 
model but as actually achieved, as already in existence. Utopia is a description of 
the best (or, in anti-utopia, worst) society not as an abstract ideal, and not simply 
as a satirical foil to the existing society, but as a society in full operation in which 
we are invited vicariously to participate. (Kumar, Utopia, 25) 
 
Although Utopia was highly influenced by Christianity and especially the monastery 
system, it was still the first utopia in the sense that it was, in essence, secular. More was 
influenced by such works of political writing as Machiavelli's The Prince, published just a 
few years before his novel, and Utopia can be considered a novel written on the threshold 
of a new age. Tom Moylan discusses Utopia in relation to the tradition preceding it as well 
as the times of its publication and says that:  
 
More welcomed the new paradigm and described his ideal commonwealth in 
humanist terms current to his day […] Utopia, written at a time of rapid social 
change […] provided images of alternatives to the given situation which […] 
drew on the contradictions of the time […] The images were not blueprints to be 
imposed directly on everyday reality, but they were the beginnings, at the level of 
imagination, of actual solutions to current problems. (Moylan, 3) 
 
Another change taking place in utopia just after More was progress. Nearly all proto-
utopias preceding it were more or less static (Kumar, Utopia, 31). Once these imaginary 
societies were formed in the minds of their authors, there was no need for them to progress 
further. In early utopias science was nearly obsolete because it would be unnecessary in a 
near-perfect world. After Francis Bacon’s New Atlantis, science and the ideas of progress 
started to gain new ground in utopian literature and science was soon seen as the method of 
realizing a utopia (Kumar, Utopia, 30). At this time the progressive aspect of science was 
also recognized. This caused a certain contradiction with the ancient utopias and they were 
looked down upon as antiquated. As Kumar puts it, “[the] utopia of the ancient world is 
socially hierarchical, economically underdeveloped and static. The modern utopia is 
egalitarian, affluent and dynamic” (Kumar, Utopia, 32). Even this “modern (More’s) 
utopia”, with all its progressiveness, would prove to be too fantastical and impractical 
compared to practical science (Kumar, Utopia, 31).  
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Despite being secular, early utopias were still expressions of a desire for 
community, not individual liberties and scientific progress for progress’ sake was not 
something desirable to these utopians (Kumar, Utopia, 36). After More’s vision, two very 
influential novels were published which both introduced elements which would in 
hindsight be indicative of the paths that utopia would take. In 1726 Jonathan Swift 
published Gulliver’s Travels which marks the beginning of Utopian satire, the starting 
point for dystopia, and in 1771 Sebastian Mercier’s The Year 2440: A Dream if There Ever 
Was One introduced a utopian society located far in the future, a feature which is key in 
science fiction utopias (Wegner, 84-85). 
Krishan Kumar claims that "[the] nineteenth century is generally, and rightly, 
regarded as the most utopian century of modern times" (Kumar, Utopia, 33). America, a 
new and undiscovered continent was seen as the Promised Land and it even shared 
qualities with the utopias of ancient times (Kumar, Utopia, 70). Until the late nineteenth 
century many socialist communities thrived in America. They signified "that communism, 
in the narrow sense of community of goods, could and did work" (Kumar, Utopia, 93). 
The relationship between utopia and socialism is problematic in many ways, not 
least because socialist thinkers have always denied the utopian nature of their credo and 
rejected utopia as a whole. The general consensus was that there could be no accurate 
depiction made of the future socialist society until it had manifested itself (Kumar, Utopia, 
51). Marx and Engels saw utopia as a way of awakening the working class’s desire for a 
better world (Kumar, Utopia, 52) but ultimately utopian socialism was considered to be ”a 
stage of development which should by now have been surpassed” (Levitas, 51). The denial 
of utopia in socialism is the reason why none of the “major” socialist thinkers ever 
produced an official literary utopia of socialism but at the same time, paradoxically 
enough, an explanation to the abundance of socialist utopias emerging from other sources. 
As people who were interested in social ideas were contemplating the ideas of socialism, 
they started to envision future situations where the ideals they held so dear were put into 
practice.  
Such classics works of utopia as H.G.Wells' A Modern Utopia (1905), Edward 
Bellamy's Looking Backward (1888) and William Morris' News from Nowhere (1890) 
were all written around the end of the century and highly influenced by socialist ideas, 
partly because at that time socialism was starting to resemble more a religion than a 
political ideology and becoming more and more esoteric, thus serving as better material for 
utopian thinking and literature (Kumar, Utopianism, 66-67). 
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Three important changes in utopia occurred during the first part of the twentieth 
century. First, utopias were being increasingly located in the future, rather than in 
undiscovered countries, which moved utopia ever closer to sci-fi. Secondly, the scale of 
the utopia grew from a nation-state or city-state to a “world-state” as described by Wells. 
Thirdly, the twentieth century marks an increase in anti-utopian writing (Wegner, 88). 
Utopian literature from the twentieth century onwards has indeed been dominated 
by anti-utopia, or dystopia. The post-war era was a time of confusion and disillusionment 
everywhere and the utopian genre is no exception. During and after World War II the 
utopian genre focused nearly completely on dystopias, and many of the great classics of 
the genre (Orwell's 1984, Huxley's Brave New World) are dystopias. The war (among other 
things) cast a negative light on the entire concept of utopia. Totalitarian political ideas such 
as fascism and communism appeared as fertile breeding grounds for horrible dystopias. 
The highly accelerated rate of industrialization and technological progress, which hundreds 
of years earlier had acted as a catalyst for innumerable positive utopias, took on menacing 
and dark forms as people started to consider their negative aspects. 
Anti-utopian/dystopian literature and thought is as old as their utopian 
counterparts (Kumar, Utopia, 100). Utopias, ancient and modern, have always been 
ridiculed and criticized, although that criticizing reached a new height in the 20th century. 
Satire and ridicule were, and remained to some extent, the weapons of choice for the anti-
utopia, because of their usefulness against the air of grandeur which is often seen to be 
surrounding utopia. As Kumar says, "[utopia] is the original, anti-utopia the copy" (Kumar, 
Utopia, 100), which shows that the reciprocal relationship between the two genres cannot 
be denied  (Kumar, Utopia, 126). 
It is easy to see a dynamic of opposite politics when it comes to utopia and 
dystopia. Utopia is the champion of socialist politics, while a dystopia showcases the good 
qualities of individualist and conservative values (Kumar, Utopia, 102-103). In a utopian 
novel the main character is typically an outsider to the utopian society, who visits the 
society and in many cases finds it so agreeable that he/she decides to join it (thus 
surrendering their individuality). In a dystopian novel the protagonist (usually markedly an 
individual) has to break out from the oppressive society he/she was born in, to exercise his 
individuality and personality and escape a society which has made everything uniform and 
placed everyone under tyrannical control.  
The border between utopia and dystopia can be very intangible. For instance, the 
society in Brave New World, which revolves around the free consumption of drugs, sex 
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and consumer goods, can be interpreted as utopian or dystopian depending on the reader. 
Many utopias are meant as social critiques of their contemporary societies, treating them in 
the manner that a dystopia treats a utopia it is criticizing.  
For anti-utopian writers the beginning of the 20th century was so dystopian that it 
needed little embellishment to appear a living nightmare (Kumar, Utopia, 111). This may 
be a cause for the fact that many dystopian novels written in the beginning of the century 
were merely "accentuation and exaggeration of contemporary trends" (Kumar, Utopia, 
110). Naturally anti-utopian writers also reacted to utopian novels, especially to Edward 
Bellamy’s Looking Backwards (Kumar, Utopia, 128), a key text of utopian literature. Not 
all writers of dystopian texts completely rejected utopia. Many of these writers believed 
highly in science and progress but were terrified about the misguided practical applications 
of these concepts (Kumar, Utopia, 110). They also saw the earlier optimistic belief in 
utopian ideals as a cause for the current state of affairs (Kumar, Utopia, 111). 
Not all of the 20th century was strictly anti-utopian. The post-war economic 
growth raised a new hopefulness, which manifested itself in a newborn belief in science 
and in such phenomenon as “futurology” in the 1960’s (Kumar, Utopia, 389-390). Even 
the old anti-utopian “bogeymen” (Darwin and Freud) were reinterpreted in a more positive 
light (Kumar, Utopia, 391-392), sometimes for the benefit of utopia. This does not mean 
that the utopia of old was entirely resurrected. The end of ideology was declared in the 
1950s and any utopia (besides the newfound trust in the new industrialism) was at an end 
as well (Kumar, Utopia, 388). As a result anti-utopia also changed somewhat, finding new 
targets for its criticism, such as overpopulation, the problems of urbanization, ecology 
issues and sexual inequality (Wegner, 90). In this sense anti-utopia took a step towards the 
modern or sci-fi utopia, by addressing the problems which would be crucial in the utopias 
of the late twentieth century. 
The utopian elements of the sexual liberation, feminist, minority rights and 
counter-culture of the 1960’s cannot be denied. The late 20th century also marked the birth 
of a new ecological, anti-technologic movement. While elsewhere the use of technology 
was seen as detrimental, this movement saw new technology as a problem in itself. This 
thinking was especially apparent in the science fiction of the time (Kumar, Utopia, 403-
404), which, especially after the bombing of Hiroshima, had moved from being 
technology’s champion to its adversary. Anti-technological standpoints gave rise to a new 
appreciation for the environment and natural resources as well as an aversion towards the 
new centralized, mass-scale agricultural production and consumption (Kumar, Utopia, 
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405-406). “Ecotopia” also resonated in literary utopia, in such works written in the late 20th 
century as Ursula K. LeGuin’s The Dispossessed or The Left Hand of Darkness and 
Alduous Huxley’s The Island (Kumar, Utopia, 408-412). Ecotopian thought later found an 
ally in Marxist thought, and the “eco-socialist” (Kumar, Utopia, 417) mode of thinking 
continues to this day. Unfortunately this new form of utopia did not last very long. As 
Wegner says, “[the] upsurge of Utopian fiction would again dwindle with the 
neoconservative retrenchment of the 1980s” (Wegner, 91). 
During the 20th century utopian literature found new forms and new expressions 
with the help of science fiction. In this chapter I will examine the relationship between the 
two genres. This is the form of utopian fiction which is most interesting in relation to Iain 
M. Banks’ The Player of Games. In order to clarify the relationship between the genres I 
will quickly describe science fiction’s journey to the late 20th century, where I arrived with 
utopia in the previous section. 
The birth of science fiction itself coincides with the birth of modern science. 
Science fiction is a literature which was born with the ideas of progression and 
technological advancement. Even though science fiction, like utopia, has ancient roots, it is 
a form of literature dependent on a modern kind of thinking. Scholes and Rabkin explain 
this phenomenon: 
 
[Science] fiction could begin to exist as a literary form only when a different 
future became conceivable by human beings – specifically a future in which new 
knowledge, new discoveries, new adventures, new mutations, would make life 
radically different from the familiar patterns of the past and present. (Scholes and 
Rabkin, 7) 
 
At the same time, science fiction is, naturally, fiction. It is never a manual or an actual 
description of existing science or anything similar, but the things and events in science 
fiction had to have some logic to them that has some basis in science, not solely in 
imagination or myth. Mark Rose compares science fiction and fantasy and comments on it 
in the following manner: 
  
Science fiction […] maintains a respect for fact or presumptive fact, fantasy 
makes a point of flouting these; for a furniture of robots, space-ships, techniques 
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and equations it substitutes elves, broomsticks, occult powers and incantations. 
(Rose, 14-15) 
 
Parrinder echoes this view and suggests that ”Frankenstein is […] a piece of speculative 
fiction which does not rely on mythmaking or supernatural terrors to get its effects” 
(Parrinder, 6). Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein can indeed be considered the first science 
fiction novel. As a starting point, the novel serves its purpose, and Parrinder seems to agree 
with this view, locating the starting point of science fiction in the era of the ”scientific 
romance” of the 19th century, a period/style of writing containing Frankenstein (Parrinder, 
4-5). 
Traditionally, science fiction has had two highly different strains, one in Europe 
and another in the United States. European “scientific romance” was more socially aware 
and ambitious, more kin to utopia in this sense. In the United States the hero of these 
science fiction stories was the engineer, an individual, who progressed “from the self-made 
boy inventor to the professional technocrat to […] a member of an elite cadre of new 
biological beings” (Luckhurst, 75). This science fiction existed in the realm of the pulp 
magazines, which were mass-produced and of less artistic, literary or social ambition or 
commentary (Scholes & Rabkin, 26).  
Mid-twentieth century is a pivotal age for science fiction and the world in 
general. The era marked the successful detonation of the atom bomb and the end of World 
War II, the beginning of the space race, UFO sightings, the very initial stages of the 
internet and the increasing automation of society (Luckhurst, 82-84). In 1947 American 
scientist Robert Wiener developed a way of incorporating both human physiology and 
mechanics in weapons development. This new technology, cybernetics, was in Wieners 
own words ultimately an attempt to “erase the boundary between human being and 
machine” (Lockhurst, 86). 
Science fiction kept developing during the 1960’s. As Luckhurst puts it, 
”Defining moments invoke the generational dissent of the young against in the 
Establishment in the art, fashion and music spheres of ’Swinging London’ in 1966 or 
through the drugs, rock music and counter-cultural lifestyle of hippies in San Francisco in 
1967. Liberalization of laws on abortion, homosexuality, civil rights and censorship 
compete with moments where the same legal and political institutions panicked and sought 
to constrain these freedoms (Luckhurst, 141). The defining science fiction genre of the 
decade was called “New Wave” science fiction. The New Wave was a wildly different 
21	  
period in the genre history, concerned with ”new literary consciousness and new social 
awareness” (Scholes and Rabkin, 88). The New Wave was less an organic progression 
within the genre of science fiction, and more a radical decrying of the literature that 
preceded it as well as an expression of the arising phenomenon of postmodernism, 
including the renegotiation of the relationship between pop-culture and high art 
(Luckhurst, 146-147). The New Wave quickly passed and is not considered a high point 
for the genre by later writers. Nevertheless it does have some undeniable contributions. 
Melzer describes the merits of the New Wave as follows: 
 
The introduction of formerly taboo subjects, such as depictions of sexuality, 
violence, and race relations, accompanied a growing appreciation of the “soft” 
sciences (social sciences such as anthropology and linguistics), formerly 
positioned as either irrelevant, ineffective, or dangerous in contrast to the 
traditional “hard” sciences (chemistry, physics, and biology) […] Social 
criticism, including criticism of racism and class exploitation in a neocolonial 
framework, enriched the narratives and became one of the central features of 
contemporary science fiction. (Melzer, 5-6) 
 
The influence of feminism, introduced in the 1950’s and 1960’s, in science fiction 
continued in the next decade. As a time period, the 1970’s were a ripe era for this kind of 
reinvigoration. Science fiction became a crossroads for new technology and its impact on 
the female experience, as well as the method to deconstruct (and reconstruct) society, 
power, violence, femininity, masculinity and other concepts. These were not themes and 
issues that were completely absent from science fiction, but they were now used in a very 
new and distinct way. As Luckhurst puts it: 
 
Questions of sex and gender did not suddenly appear within the genre with the 
New Wave or by feminist intervention. What the feminist intervention in the 
1970s did effect, though, was a new reflexivity about the conventions of SF, 
exposing how a genre that praised itself for its limitless imagination and its power 
to refuse norms had largely reproduced ”patriarchal attitudes” without question 
for much of its existence (Luckhurst, 182). 
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Melzer sees the science fiction genre (or mode) as a useful tool for the feminist project and 
a way of seeing alternative realities and ways of being. As Melzer says: 
 
Both science fiction texts and feminist theories conceptualize issues of difference, 
globalization, and technoscience that increasingly affect women’s lives, and both 
are concerned with contested boundaries and definitions of bodies and 
cultural/social territories. (Melzer, 4) 
 
Science fiction texts act as a kind of “testing grounds” for feminist theories, or as Melzer 
says, “they function as “case studies” of how feminist theories “work”” (Melzer, 11). The 
influence of feminism has, at least partly, given modern science fiction this capability to 
re-imagine and renew old ways of thinking. When comparing new science fiction with its 
older counterpart, Melzer notes that: 
 
Western science fiction texts and criticism have developed from a mainly white, 
male, heterosexual genre into a more diverse body of texts with the potential to 
radically reconceptualize power relations. This development coincided with 
radical feminist interventions into male-defined liberation movements and 
theories. (Melzer, 5) 
 
Other feminist critics echo Melzers thoughts. According to Jenny Wolmar, “[feminist] SF 
emphasizes the significance of the social and cultural construction of gender and identity in 
a way that other SF narratives do not, and in so doing they make provisions for the creation 
of what Elisabeth Grosz has described as a “conceptual space such that an indeterminable 
future is open to women” (Wolmar, 156).  
Some feminist critics are unwilling to embrace the term “feminist science 
fiction”, such as Marleen Barr, who prefers the term “feminist fabulation”. According to 
Barr, feminist fabulation is a term for science fiction written by women, which focuses 
“upon re-envisioning patriarchal societies”, acts “as a catalyst for social change” and 
“crafts critical fictions that promise to be vastly more livable than the patriarchal myths 
that have filled inner and outer space” (Barr, 142). Barr also recognizes the critical aspect 
of “feminist fabulation” and says that “[feminist] fabulation is feminist fiction that offers 
us a world clearly and radically discontinuous from the patriarchal one we know, yet 
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returns to confront that known patriarchal world in some feminist cognitive way” (Barr, 
145).  
The feminist movement can be divided into three different waves, as outlined by 
Julia Kristeva. The first wave is defined by the fight for equal rights and suffrage, the 
second wave by difference and the separation of females from males and the third wave by 
the deconstruction of gender in its entirety (Luckhurst, 185). Melzer characterizes the way 
these waves relate to feminist science fiction as follows: 
 
While feminist science fiction in the 1960s and 1970s explored feminist 
resistance to women’s oppression mainly through separatist societies (e.g., 
lesbian utopias) and/or reversal of gender roles (e.g., matriarchal societies), later 
feminist science fiction understands a disruption of gendered power less as a 
question of a simple role reversal (even though some narratives explore the 
ramifications of this) than of undermining and subverting that power (e.g., 
through the use of technology) and linking it to material relations (Melzer, 8). 
 
The body has always been an important figure in feminist science fiction. The entire genre 
can be seen as as a meeting point for identity, gender and the body. As Melzcer writes, 
“[bodies] are produced at the intersections of technology, race, class, and gender” 
(Melzcer, 177). Elsewhere she writes that, 
 
Reconfigurations of gender roles and gender identities, as well as sexual desires, 
are central to the challenging of existing social orders— and the body becomes 
the main contested territory. (Melzer, 20) 
 
She then goes on to say: 
 
Science fiction’s nonnormatively gendered and sexed bodies explore not only 
how transgendered identities are technologically produced but how they rely on 
existing notions of how sex, gender, and sexuality are correlated, at the same time 
as they subvert the gender binary. (Melzer, 29-30) 
    
Perhaps the most definitive science fiction of the 1980’s is “cyberpunk”. The quintessential 
text of the cyberpunk movement is William Gibson’s Neuromancer. The novel deals with 
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the dissolution of the boundaries of human beings, people being fitted with artificial, 
mechanical parts, thus becoming something else: cyborg bodies, a blending of organic and 
synthetic material.  
The key academic theorist in this field is Donna Haraway, who theorized on 
cyborgs in “A Manifesto for Cyborgs”, which was published in 1984. According to this 
text, embracing the new cyborg concept of humanity was important because “it refused the 
idea of human integrity on which conservative essentialist and humanist accounts were 
premised” (Luckhurst, 207). Even though she recognized the cyborg as a citizen of science 
fiction stories, Haraway claimed that cyborgs are already in existence. According to 
Haraway; “we are all chimeras, theorized and fabricated hybrids of machine and organism; 
in short, we are cyborgs” (Haraway, online). Haraway describes the cyborg further by 
saying that, ”[the] cyborg is a creature in a post-gender world; it has no truck with 
bisexuality, pre-oedipal symbiosis, unalienated labour, or other seductions to organic 
wholeness through a final appropriation of all the powers of the parts into a higher unity. In 
a sense, the cyborg has no origin story in the Western sense.” (Haraway, online) The 
cyborg is also a postmodernist creature, “a kind of disassembled and reassembled, 
postmodern collective and personal self” (Haraway, online). This fragmentation includes 
gender as Haraway writes that ”the possibilities for our reconstitution include the utopian 
dream of the hope for a monstrous world without gender” (Haraway, online). 
Haraway’s manifesto acted as a platform for an entire school of feminist critique: 
cyborg feminism. Melzer describes cyborg feminism in the following manner:  
 
Cyborg feminism is a field within Western feminist theory that focuses on 
identity formation, embodiment, and political resistance in relation to high 
technology and science. Unlike cyberfeminism, whose theoretical interventions 
are mainly focused on digital culture, cyborg feminism is concerned with the 
ways in which corporate capitalism, technoscience, and cyberspace, as social, 
economic, and political factors, affect women’s lives and reshape subjectivities. 
(Melzer, 22) 
 
Melzer, much like Haraway, sees the basis of the cyborgs power in its ability to transgress 
categories and its ambivalent nature: 
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Cyborg feminism […] argues that the implosion of binaries facilitated by 
technology will make it possible to think and act beyond Western dualistic 
reasoning — including binary gender categories. The cyborg makes impossible 
clear categories that structure power relations based on gender, race, and class, 
including a feminist resistance based in a division of the world into static 
categories (such as men versus women, culture [technology] versus nature). 
Instead, contributors to the cyborg feminist debate opt for theoretical and 
practical models of ambivalence and ambiguity that undermine binary hierarchies 
and point to the complexity of relations. (Melzer, 24-25) 
 
An alternative framework of perceiving the body also came about during the 1980’s. The 
so-called “body horror” or “splatterpunk” films and novels represented a way of viewing 
the body morbidly and gruesomely. Films such as Alien and Videodrome and novels such 
as Clive Barker’s The Books of Blood-series were concentrated on brutal modification, 
mutation and dismemberment of human bodies. More than simple macabre horror, 
“splatterpunk” was a part of the ongoing discourse regarding the body at the time which 
was also influenced by the new phenomenon of AIDS and other immune system diseases 
(Luckhurst, 214). Splatterpunk was interested in the “abject body”, a body that breaks 
boundaries and disturbs order. According to feminist critic Julia Kristeva “the sub-ject is 
given meaningful boundaries of self by a process of expulsing what is ab-ject” (Luckhurst, 
215). Conservatism found its home in the ultra-masculine (sometimes cyborg) bodies with 
clearly defined boundaries (Luckhurst, 216). This type of imagery was used, for instance, 
in the film Rambo: First Blood, Part II, where a “hardbody Sylvester Stallone revenged 
the war and redeemed America’s traumatic legacy in south-east Asia” (Luckhurst, 201).  
The body politics in splatterpunk, on the other hand, reveled in destructing and defiling the 
body and breaking down the boundaries it set (Luckhurst, 216). However, the destruction 
and dissection of bodies can be seen as much as a rejection of the body than as a way of 
discovering new politics for it. “In other words, the abject can close pathologically on 
sameness rather than opening up to difference” (Luckhurst, 217). It is still important to 
recognize these two oppositional views of body politics of the time. 
It is also possible for the body to disappear completely. Not all cyberpunk was a 
joyous celebration of the new cyborg body (or of the destruction of an abject one). In 
Neuromancer for instance, many of the cybernetic modifications made to human bodies 
are not fascinating and liberating but rather malfunctioning and ugly. True liberation can 
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be achieved with technology, but not with artificial additions to human beings but rather in 
virtual reality. A certain reading made from cyberpunk texts can mean, according to 
Luckhurst that “the possibilities of the cyborg is less a search for hybrid post-human 
identities and more a technological vehicle for transcending the body entirely” (Luckhurst, 
208). This is also true of some feminist science fiction: 
 
While feminist science fiction has always explored the construction of gender 
roles and identities through androgynous and genderneutral figures, in more 
recent science fiction texts, transgender identities have often been conceptualized 
as similar to online, Internet communities that create a “genderless” (i.e. bodiless) 
space. (Melzer, 29) 
 
This period in time also marked the rebirth of so-called space opera. Traditionally space-
opera has been seen as not only stylistically and otherwise lacking but also very 
imperialistic and celebrating war and violent conquest (Lockhurst, 222). The old space-
opera science fiction of the 1930’s had been concerned with the imperialist conquest of 
distant planets in order to rob them of their natural resources. Many years after the heyday 
of traditional space opera authors subverted the traditions and conventions of the genre for 
their own purposes. Lockhurst explains the difference in the following manner: 
 
Space opera of the 1930s tended to stage an encounter of advanced (American) 
modernity with peoples placed along a simple temporal axis: more “primitive” or 
more “advanced”.  […] New Space Opera both dethrones the Western man from 
the apex of evolutionary and imperial hierarchy and jump-cuts between different 
moment of development, undercutting the confidence of comparative or linear 
evolutionary frameworks. (Lockhurst, 225) 
 
New Space Opera also utilizes the conventions of the old space opera, but distances itself 
from it in order to criticize it simultaneously. New Space Opera, “’[provides] an edge of 
irony that critiques those attitudes while still taking advantage of their effects’” (Gary K. 
Wolfe & Russell Letson, quoted in Luckhurst, 224). After the near-dystopian slums of 
cyberpunk, the New Space Opera also offers a fresh and vast setting, one derived from ”the 
post-national, globalized terrain that emerged fully in the 1990’s” (Luckhurst, 226). The 
genre also introduces left-wing politics into the genre in the decade following the death of 
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radical politics in the hands of postmodernist critics (Luckhurst, 228). New Space Opera 
novels also appear at a time when film, electronic entertainment and the fragmenting 
effects of a postmodern globalized culture are occasionally seen as detrimental to literature 
and this new genre acts as a force to reunite identities shattered by the effects of 
postmodernism. As Luckhurst puts it, the genre 
 
[E]vidences a delight in creating densely referenced universes and immensely 
complicated plots extended over thousands of pages and paced with the purely 
kinetic pleasure of blowing up big dumb objects in space. The New Space Opera 
might work through aspects of globalization, then, but it also carves out a large 
chunk of narrative time that acts as a bulwark against the depredation of identity 
in the modern world (Luckhurst, 230).  
 
2.3. The Concepts of Genre and Postmodernism 
 
My analysis of this novel is based on two key theoretical or methodological concepts. The 
central element of my analysis is genre. As I discussed before, The Player of Games is a 
science fiction utopia, and the way it negotiates its position in these two genres is very 
interesting. In addition to this, the novel has some points of contact with postmodern 
literature. Below I will explain my particular way of using the concept genre, but shortly 
put it is mostly concerned with the way the text negotiates its position: which features 
locate it in one genre, which other features locate it in another and so on. 
 Postmodernism is also a key concept in this analysis. The Player of Games has a 
very uneasy relationship with the nebulous concept known as postmodernism and 
especially postmodernist literature, but it is a product of the phenomenon(a) nonetheless. 
My approach to the entire phenomenon of genre can also be described as postmodernist. 
“The postmodernist era”, meaning roughly the time from the end of the late 20th century 
onwards, is also crucial in the analysis of this novel because the text has been influenced 
by different phenomenon of that time, literary and otherwise, chiefly feminism, with 
regards to this study. In this analysis, therefore, postmodernism can refer to either the 
literary genre (or a literary subgenre, such as postmodern science fiction), the vaster 
phenomenon of postmodernism or to the loosely defined historical era of postmodernism 
and I will always attempt to make the distinction to what I’m referring to clear.  
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 Part of my study is the analysis of certain themes I have selected that are most 
useful in order to illustrate how the two major theoretical tools I have selected. In my 
analysis of The Player of Games, I have compiled some key genre features so that 
comparisons and contrasts can be made. I will first analyze the novel against the 
background of a traditional utopia and how it negotiates its place in the genre. I will then 
analyze 3 specific generic features of a utopia: 
 
1) The issues of sex, gender and the body. 
2) The issues of work and economy. 
3) The ideological and political features of the novel. 
 
I have chosen 1) because radically reimagining concepts related to sex and gender (and the 
body) are contemporary and postmodernist elements which have been not been present in 
classic utopias, 2) has always been a part of utopian writing and the way the novel handles 
this particular issue is very interesting, and 3) because it is very central to any utopian 
writing, since, as I have noted before, ideology and politics are at the very heart of utopia. 
 
2.3.1. Genre 
 
The term genre has two features in its definition. As a term genre refers to a “type or 
category of text, as defined by structural, thematic and / or functional criteria” (Duff, xiii). 
Genre is also “often used, sometimes pejoratively, to denote types of popular fiction in 
which a high degree of standardisation is apparent: for instance, detective stories, historical 
romances, spy thrillers and science fiction” (Duff, xiii). Genres have existed since the 
beginning of literature. The most ancient genres are the lyric, the satire, the tragedy, the 
fable, to name a few. Also, numerous new forms of writing are often referred to as genres. 
These include the crime fiction, the western, the erotic novel and so on (Parrinder, 1). In 
traditional genre theory genres are treated very much like biological species (Frow, 52), 
and the study of genre has consisted of “listing of the empirically existing genres, without 
concern for the grounds on which they are differentiated [or attempting to] develop a 
systematic account of genre” (Frow, 58). The definition of genre can also reach beyond 
literary texts. Genres also act as policing systems which evaluate different texts according 
to their worth (as, for instance, as low-quality genre or high-quality literary fiction) (Frow, 
127), which is strange, since according to Chandler, “it could be argued that it is 
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impossible to produce texts which bear no relationship whatsoever to established genres” 
(Chandler, online).  
Duff traces the origins of modern genre theory to the European Romance 
movement where the classical archetypal genres were first put under scrutiny. Literary 
critics and writers of this time first recognized that genres were formed through history, 
which was a major breakthrough, despite how obvious it seems now (Duff, 4). It is also 
during this period when the old genre system was questioned and the idea of every text 
being a genre of its own was conceived (Duff, 5).  
Genre theory has a very problematic reputation, especially today, and rightly so. 
The simple question of how to classify texts into genres is a problematic one. If we want to 
examine the genre features of, say, utopian literature, how can we know to look for those 
genre features unless we already know what utopian fiction texts are like? Chandler, 
therefore, stresses the importance of seeing genre from a historical point of view: 
 
Genres need to be studied as historical phenomena; a popular focus in film 
studies, for instance, has been the evolution of conventions within a genre. 
Current genres go through phases or cycles of popularity (such as the cycle of 
disaster films in the 1970s), sometimes becoming 'dormant' for a period rather 
than disappearing. On-going genres and their conventions themselves change 
over time (Chandler, online). 
 
It should also be noted that in modern genre theory, genre is not limited to the 
classification or examination of literary texts. In modern genre theory, genres regulate a 
variety of “communications”. The following is an extremely all-encompassing definition 
of genre, which reaches beyond anything to do with only literature: 
 
A genre comprises a class of communicative events, the members of which share 
some set of communicative purposes. These purposes are recognized by the 
expert members of the parent discourse community and thereby constitute the 
rationale for the genre. This rationale shapes the schematic structure of the 
discourse and influences and constrains choice of content and style. (Swales, 
quoted in Askehave & Nielsen, online) 
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It is important to know the reach of genre today, but this study is still the study of 
a literary text. Frow criticizes traditional genre studies for treating genre in the manner of a 
biological species or as taxonomical classes, when this approach does not fit literary 
analysis (Frow, 51-52). He recognizes the existence of genres and genre features but denies 
their systematic and supposedly natural character. According to Frow, ”[readers] and 
writers negotiate the generic status of particular texts but do not have the power to make 
their ascriptions an inherent property of those texts” (Frow, 109). In Frow’s view texts do 
not have memberships in one or more genres but rather a relationship to numerous ones 
(Frow, 23). 
Chandler is very much in agreement with Frow and his ideas regarding genre. 
According to Chandler, “[contemporary] theorists tend to emphasize the importance of the 
semiotic notion of intertextuality: of seeing individual texts in relation to others” 
(Chandler, online) and elsewhere notes that “contemporary theory emphasizes that both 
[the] forms and functions [of genre] are dynamic” (Chandler, online). This does not mean 
that genre, as a concept, is so vague that it is useless in textual analysis: 
 
One may acknowledge the dynamic fluidity of genres without positing the final 
demise of genre as an interpretive framework. As the generic corpus ceaselessly 
expands, genres (and the relationships between them) change over time; the 
conventions of each genre shift, new genres and sub-genres emerge and others 
are “discontinued” (though note that certain genres seem particularly long-
lasting) (Chandler, online). 
 
The relationship of the genre of a text and its reception is another key feature of 
contemporary genre theory. To again quote Chandler:  
 
A basic model underlying contemporary media theory is a triangular relationship 
between the text, its producers and its interpreters. From the perspective of many 
recent commentators, genres first and foremost provide frameworks within which 
texts are produced and interpreted (Chandler, online).  
 
This means that genres don’t exist in a vacuum, but rather “[the] cycles and 
transformations of genres can […] be seen as a response to political, social and economic 
conditions” (Chandler, online). Of these conditions Chandler says, “Marxist commentators 
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see genre as an instrument of social control which reproduces the dominant ideology” 
(Chandler, online). It is also possible for a genre to at as an instrument against a dominant 
ideology rather than to reproduce it, and we will discuss this phenomenon in relation to 
critical utopia further on. 
This kind of a definition of genre is very interesting and useful for the purposes 
this study. The generic relationship between utopia and science fiction is very tangled, and 
a clear-cut way of seeing a particular text in belonging to either genre is nearly impossible. 
If the novel does not belong to one or more genres but is related to numerous ones, these 
relationships can be examined closely without having to find a definitive answer to the 
question of what exact genre is this. Despite this, the problematic nature of genre theory is 
very clear.  
The previous features of modern genre theory make it useful with regards to this 
study for another reason. Since modern genre theory can be seen as something based in 
political, social and economic conditions as well as ideology, it is supremely useful in this 
study. My entire analysis is based on such issues and genre theory can function as a 
connecting element between utopia (which is very closely related to ideology and politics) 
and science fiction (which is also somewhat political, especially in some of it’s recent 
forms, such as new space opera). 
 
2.3.2 Postmodernism 
 
As previously mentioned, I will utilize a postmodern approach to genre in this thesis. As 
Montgomery et al. note:  
 
[The] notion of genre is foregrounded in most postmodernist work and criticism, 
especially as regards forms of pastiche or highly allusive writing. Attention to 
genre becomes a precondition of reading anything, since reading requires us to 
ask such questions as what references to conventional genres, to particular other 
texts, are being made in a text. (Montgomery et al., 206) 
 
Even though intertextuality or the explicit blending of genres, for instance, is hard to find 
in the text (partly since science fiction as a whole has not been very adaptive to that 
particular feature of postmodernist literature), the text is still ripe with postmodern themes, 
tropes and ideas. The novel comments on both the changes in the science fiction utopian 
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genre, as well as major changes in culture and society in the end of the 20th century. It is 
apparent that the entire text has emancipatory and radical political features derived from 
postmodern critical utopian texts and it comments on innumerable phenomenon of the late 
20th century including, environmental issues, post-colonialism, race, religion, new ways of 
perceiving gender, liberal and conservative politics, to name a few. Genre theory therefore 
offers the tools to reconcile the difficult relationship between science fiction (utopia) and 
postmodernism. 
The late 20th century is the period of postmodern literature. Postmodernism as a 
phenomenon refers to “a wide array of understandings about social, political, economic, 
and cultural relations” (Hollinger, 233).  It “functions as a kind of umbrella term 
incorporating within itself the features of a fragmented and hybridized way-of-being in a 
world that it itself understood to be random, chaotic, and open to multiple and 
contradictory interpretations” (Hollinger, 233). Although science and technology play a 
vital part in postmodernism (Hollinger, 232) science fiction as a literary genre has not been 
very willing to embrace the “postmodern condition”. For instance science fiction has rarely 
chosen to utilize literary metafictional devices (Hollinger, 234). 
A central aspect of the postmodernist mindset is the loss of the great narratives of 
the past. To be a postmodern is “to have lost faith in the master-narratives that have guided 
and legitimated Western development since the Enlightenment […] These narratives 
include “Religion”, “History” and “Progress” as well as “Science”” (Hollinger, 238). Its 
dedication to science as a grand narrative is another reason why science fiction makes for 
an “unlikely candidate for postmodernization” (Hollinger, 243). However, new science 
fiction literature does exhibit other postmodern features, especially “the frequency with 
which SF writers revise, “quote”, parody and otherwise explore earlier generic 
conventions” (Hollinger, 244). 
One of the premiere philosophers of postmodernism was Jean Baudrillard. 
Baudrillard was very clearly influenced by the science fiction of his time, although he took 
the themes of science fiction and took them even further. A central concept in his works is 
the concept of “simulation”. Baudrillard does not simply theorize on the possibility of 
experiencing a simulated reality, for him reality has become simulation. According to 
Baudrillard, postmodern reality is disconnected from the “real”. Just as the postmodern 
world has lost faith and done away with the great narratives of the past, it has also lost faith 
in reality itself:  
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[The real] is no longer real at all […] Illusion is no longer possible, because the 
real is no longer possible. It is the whole political problem of the parody, of 
hypersimulation or offensive simulation, which is posed here. (Baudrillard, 
online) 
 
The division between simulation and the supposed real is also a political battleground.  
Even though the real is only simulated, it is still possible to claim that it is not, to still cling 
on to the supposed and accessible “real”. According to Baudrillard “power” or “order” are 
commonly unwilling to submit themselves to the effects of simulation. 
 
The only weapon of power, its only strategy against this defection, is to reinject 
realness and referentiality everywhere, in order to convince us of the reality of 
the social, of the gravity of the economy and the finalities of production. 
(Baudrillard, online) 
 
As Baudrillard suggests, power/order have different means of reinstating themselves. 
 
When it is threatened today, by simulation (the threat of vanishing in the play of 
signs), power risks the real, risks crisis, it gambles on remanufacturing artificial, 
social, economic, political stakes […] Whence the characteristic hysteria of our 
time: the hysteria of production and reproduction of the real. (Baudrillard, online) 
 
One important aspect of power is the means it uses to reinstate its relevance against 
simulation. Baudrillard writes that “[power], too, for sometime now produces nothing but 
signs of its resemblance. And at the same time, another figure of power comes into play: 
that of a collective demand for signs of power” (Baudrillard, online; original emphasis). 
These signs of power are significant when analyzing The Player of Games. 
Critical utopia, a term developed by Tom Moylan, describes texts, which 
combine elements of science fiction and utopia, and are products of the postmodern age. 
Moylan sees utopia both as a product of the dominant ideology in a society and as a force 
which acts against it (Moylan, 2). In the case of the Western utopia, it was influenced by 
imperialism and the age of exploration, but later acted as a catalytic force for women’s 
rights, racial emancipation and other social projects, some which worked against the 
problems created by imperialism in the age of exploration. As Moylan states, ”[we] must 
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see the utopian impulse as operating within the ideological, both helping it along and 
pulling against it” (Moylan, 19). 
According to Moylan, the utopian ideal has always been at work as a subversive 
force in society but has been tamed or absorbed in different ways. This has been done by 
locating the utopian society in a far-removed or fantastic but unreachable place (Moylan, 
5), placing it in the distant future (Moylan, 6) or transforming the utopian desire entirely, 
such as using it as material for advertising (Moylan, 8). The term ”critical utopia” only 
applies to the post-1960s utopias. Even though utopia has always been a resisting force in 
society, it is not until the late twentieth century, when utopia was “stimulated by the 
influence of science fiction and experimental fiction” (Moylan, 10) that it finds new means 
to inspire. 
Moylan uses the word critical ”in the Enlightenment sense of critique – that is 
expressions of opposition thought, unveiling, debunking, of both the genre itself and the 
historical situation” (Moylan, 10). Moylan sees the critical utopia as a part of the radical, 
worldwide anti-capitalist movement, opposing the impersonal, post-industrial automation 
of society (Moylan, 11). 
Critical utopia works in two different ways, according to Moylan. It both acts as a 
critique against the current form of society and presents an alternative, future shape for a 
form of society yet to come (Moylan, 26-27). Critical utopia, “as a form of romance or 
fantasy serves to stimulate in its readers a desire for a better life and to motivate that desire 
toward action by conveying a sense that the world is not fixed once and for all” (Moylan, 
35). Also critical utopia is not a single expression but rather a ”multiplicity of voices” 
(Moylan, 28). Critical utopia consists of many different utopian expressions, which in truly 
postmodern fashion are never completed but rather constantly deconstruct and change their 
shape.  
According to Moylan, critical utopian novels do not abide by the basic utopian 
formula which describes an outside visitor’s journey to utopia, but does not describe the 
society where he or she originated in. In critical utopias both societies are presented in 
“much greater, almost balanced, detail” (Moylan, 44). Critical utopia is also self-critical, 
according to Moylan, and critical utopias may have problems and faults and even contain 
such elements as oppression or exploitation within the utopia, a feature which Moylan 
attributes to the failures of many real-world attempts at utopia (the Soviet Union, 
communist China, Vietnam, Cuba) as well as the necessity for constant deconstruction, in 
the style of Derrida (Moylan, 44-45). 
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Traditional utopian texts placed the setting (the society) of the text in the 
foreground, while realist novels do the opposite, concentrating on the characters. But, as 
Moylan says, “the realist novel has become compromised by mass culture and fragmented 
by modernist culture trapped within the limits of capitalism, its human subjects [have] 
become effaced” (Moylan, 45). Utopia has suffered a similar fate and it is “no longer 
allowed the radical imagination to look beyond the present, the sense of possible change of 
social systems [is] denied” (Moylan, 45). In critical utopia “the primacy of societal 
alternative over character and plot are reversed, and the alternative society and indeed the 
original society fall back as settings for the foregrounded political quest of the protagonist” 
(Moyan, 45). Moylan also notes that in some of the critical utopias that he has analyzed the 
protagonist “reverses directions and goes from utopia to explore and learn from the original 
society” (Moylan, 45, original emphasis). The protagonists of critical utopia novels are 
also distinctly dissimilar to those in traditional utopian novels. If a traditional utopian 
protagonist is a heterosexual male, the main characters in critical utopian novels may be 
women, non-heterosexual, belong to non-dominant cultures or mindsets, and so on 
(Moylan, 45). 
 
2.4. Conclusions 
 
In section 2.1. I have given an overview of the history of utopia, the phenomenon and 
especially the literary genre. I defined the term in its non-literary form and also briefly 
addressed the definition of ideology, which is a key concept in all utopia. The essential 
features of utopia I gathered are its social, political or ideological nature, its perfection, 
critical nature and its nonexistence. After this I moved onto the literary form of utopia and 
reviewed some definitions other researchers have given utopia. There have been some 
attempts to define utopia in terms of function instead of form, but it seems that utopian 
form is more prevalent.  I also discussed the similarities and common roots the genre has 
with science fiction and concluded that the two are so vastly similar that it is sensible to 
consider the two genres more or less the same. Some science fiction critics consider utopia 
subservient to science fiction and vice versa. The key feature shared by the two genres (or 
central in one genre) is the element of estrangement, which functions in a similar way in 
both genres. 
In section 2.2. I traced the history of utopian fiction from its classical roots to the 
modern day. I concentrated especially on late 20th century and its influences, which are 
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particularly influential to The Player of Games, even though I traced the genres history 
from the very beginning. The initial phases of utopia include classical roots, the influence 
of Christianity, the inclusion of science. In the 20th century the devastating effects of the 
World Wars naturally influenced utopia. The result was a boom in dystopian (anti-utopian) 
fiction which even surpassed the original utopian form. The mid and late 20th century are 
the most crucial decades of utopia in regards to this study. During this time the influences 
of feminist science fiction, cyberpunk and cyborg feminism, virtual reality, high-tech 
advancements as well as anti-technological sentiments, environmental thinking and other 
phenomena contributed to the shape of modern utopia. 
In 2.3. I made an attempt to clarify the concept of genre, what features are 
important in it today and how it is used in relation to this study. I introduce the themes of 
my analysis, which are the issues of sex, gender and the body, the issues of work and 
economy, the ideological and political features of the novel. I also discuss the term “genre” 
in this chapter, including its problematic nature and how it has evolved from being a 
classification of literary texts to a theory based on the ideas of intertextuality and the 
production and interpretation of texts, which may today refer to any “communication” 
rather than just literary texts. In this chapter I also outlined such concepts as 
postmodernism (in relation to this study) and critical utopia (which itself is a postmodern 
phenomenon). When discussing postmodernism in relation to science fiction, I found that 
even though there is a clear relationships between the text and feminist science fiction and 
postmodernist literature, The Player of Games does not adhere to features of these genres 
easily. Critical utopia is a term that describes modern utopias, including The Player of 
Games well. These texts are utopia that politically left leaning, eschew the absolute nature 
of previous utopia, take into consideration things that are sometimes missing from previous 
utopias (such as the effects of colonialism, marginalized people and phenomenon, 
environmental factors), are often self-critical and so on. Moylan goes as far to say that 
critical utopia is the only form of utopia in existence today. All the definitions and theories 
I have gathered in this chapter will be used as tools and background in my analysis of the 
text, in the following chapter. 
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3. A genre analysis of The Player of Games 
 
In this section I will present my analysis of the novel. First I will briefly analyze some of 
the conventional genre features of the novel. In this section I will also address how 
dissidence and rebellion function in the society of the text. 
In section 3.1. I will explore the issues of sex, gender and the body in The Player 
of Games. At the end of the 20th century the way of viewing sex and gender issues has 
changed drastically. Because of new feminist thinkers, the body, the entire grounds on 
which sex and gender are originally based on, was put under scrutiny. As I previously 
discussed, many feminist writers have used utopian literature to theorize about worlds 
where the roles of the sexes are very different in comparison to traditional science fiction 
novels and the world in general and theorized on how technology could be utilized to 
overcome the limitations placed by physical bodies. Issues regarding the body also relate 
to the body politics of the 1980’s, which concern ideas related to the wholeness and 
organic nature of the body, cyborg bodies and virtual realities (the place to ascend ones 
body). 
The theme of drugs and narcotics is also related to the body, since the inhabitants 
of the Culture have drug-producing glands inside their bodies (and narcotics are after all 
consumed within the body). The proliferation of drugs such as marijuana and LSD during 
the latter part of the 20th century has caused drugs and narcotics to enter the public 
consciousness in a new way. Drugs are also a central theme in modern utopian literature, 
especially in later dystopian tales (such as Brave New World or This Perfect Day) where 
they are usually used to control the inhabitants of a dystopian society. In The Player of 
Games, drugs play a different role, which I will discuss in further detail in the analysis of 
the novel. The issue of narcotics can be also examined from the point of view of escapism. 
In section 3.2. I will move on to an age-old staple in utopian literature: work and 
economy. In nearly all utopias, work and monetary compensation have been done away 
with or at least dramatically altered. This is true of The Player of Games as well, but the 
way this is achieved is markedly modern and relies on ideas that have been accessible for a 
relatively brief amount of time. Naturally, labor and profession are not only sources of 
income, but also sources of identity. This aspect of work and labor is also addressed in the 
novel. Rather than simply examining the role of work/labor and economy in the novel, I 
will examine it within the wider theme of the use of resources. This theme is also tied to 
another important feature in modern utopian fiction: ecology. Even though nature has 
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always played a role in utopian fiction, it is not until the late 20th century and the arrival of 
ecotopia that the relationship between nature and human society is viewed through a more 
critical and progressive lens. Like many other things in The Player of Games, ecology (and 
the use of natural resources in general) is on a larger scale than in traditional utopian 
stories. 
The term used to describe the economics of a society such as the one in The 
Player of Games is “post-scarcity”. Brown describes the Culture as a “post-scarcity 
interstellar civilization that rests on two pillars; access to unlimited supplies of energy […] 
and the existence of benign, sentient, Artificial Intelligences” (Brown, 626). Post-scarcity 
therefore means, in simple terms, a society which operates on unlimited resources. The 
exact circumstances of how the Culture became or is capable of being post-scarcity are 
never discussed in length and the state of affairs, like many others, is largely hypothetical. 
But it is precisely because it is in this regard so far removed from our everyday reality that 
it manages, as a modern utopia, to be as inspirational as only utopian literature can be. 
Finally, in section 3.3., I will analyze a feature that is perhaps the most defining 
of any utopian writing: politics and ideology, which is a central feature of utopian writing, 
as I have previously discovered. This section is to a large extent a culmination of the 
themes discussed in earlier sections. In The Player of Games this issue is particularly 
interesting. As I will show, in some ways the novel is almost apolitical, as it does not seem 
to promote any single ideology or any particular form of politics, unlike many earlier 
utopian texts. In fact The Player of Games is so theoretical and far-removed from current 
everyday life that its politics cannot be compared to ours without considerable problems. 
In spite of this (or perhaps because of it), the political and ideological aspects of the novel 
are fascinating to analyze. I will examine on what values the Culture operates and what its 
societal order is based on. I will also compare the liberal utopian society of the Culture to 
the almost anti-utopian one of Azad in order to discover further differences between a 
society which does minimal regulation of itself and one which does the opposite. This 
section will also contain a discussion of the issue of postmodernism and the ideological 
aspects of a postmodern utopian science fiction text. 
In many cases the Culture, the utopian society of the novel is a straightforward 
utopia. In this society no one has to work, unless they want to, everyone lives for a long 
time in perfect health, there are no possessions, work, violence or war. The economic 
system seems to be indebted to socialism, since no one is in control of the wealth in 
society, but it is also based on infinite resources. 
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The Player of Games alludes to and renews the form of a traditional utopian text 
in the manner of critical utopia. Traditionally, in a utopian novel a visitor from the world 
of the intended reader, the protagonist of the novel, visits the utopian society and finds it 
very agreeable. In a dystopian novel the protagonist is born into the society and is 
effectively incarcerated there. In both cases the structure is similar; a contrast is achieved 
by comparing two societies, the fictional, a utopian one and that of the intended reader, 
which is more or less implicit and undefined. The protagonist is usually an individual who 
is somehow caught between these two worlds and acts as a mediator between them for the 
benefit of the reader. 
In The Player of Games, there are two theoretical societies, the Culture and The 
Azadian Empire. The Culture is the society which the protagonist of the story is from and 
the Azadian Empire is that which creates the contrast. The Azadian Empire is not 
necessarily dystopian, but it is definitely less-than-utopian. Azad is an empire, which 
means that for most of the populace living in the society is unfair and demanding. An elite 
rules the people and some, especially the male gender, are considered to be little more than 
animals. While this state of affairs certainly does not sound like an ideal society, it lacks 
the systematic nature of a full-blooded dystopia. The utopian society in The Player of 
Games is not strictly utopian either, that is, perfect or without any flaws, which is manifest 
in some of the critical characters contains. The Culture is also in a constant state of 
evolution, unlike most past utopias which were complete and static. In the Culture, the 
intent and strive towards perfection is the driving force, even perhaps with the knowledge 
that it can never be truly attained, a lesson which may have been learned from utopias of 
the past. 
Other critical utopian novels, notably Ursula K. LeGuin’s Left Hand of Darkness, 
The Dispossessed and other novels, have employed a similar structure. In Left Hand of 
Darkness, Ekumen, the society where the protagonist originates from is treated in the same 
manner as the world of the intended reader in older utopias. It was not clearly defined and 
the novel begins with the protagonist already located in the fictional society of Karhide. In 
The Player of Games both societies are explored in detail, and then contrasts and 
comparisons are made. 
It is also interesting to consider where the world of the intended reader, “our 
world”, fits into the equation of The Player of Games. Traditionally in utopia the intended 
society creates a familiar contrast to the fantastic nature of the utopian one and in critical 
utopias the journey may take the protagonist from utopia to the original society. In The 
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Player of Games this intended or original society is not there, as the planet Earth is 
nowhere to be seen. This being the case, The Player of Games is still just as critical 
towards our contemporary world as any other utopian novel. Even though a contemporary 
reader may feel pride that they live in a society which is not as cruel and rigorously 
structured as Azad, ours still shares many of the shortcomings of that society. And in any 
case the near-perfection of the Culture creates a contrast clearly unfavorable to our society. 
In The Player of Games the utopian society is mostly brought into contrast with 
another fictional society within the narrative, rather than the world of the intended reader. 
Since the story is so far removed from our everyday experiences, a better counterpoint than 
our own for the utopian society is necessary. If the Culture would be contrasted with, say, 
European culture in its contemporary state, the contrast would reveal little more than our 
vast deficiencies. 
The second level of contrasts takes place on the level of individual characters. In 
the utopian tradition, the protagonist is an individual who in some way is different from 
most of the people (and machines) surrounding him. Jernau Morat Gurgeh, the novel’s 
protagonist, is at one point described in the story as something belonging in the past, an 
antiquity, and generally “strange” according to the Culture’s standards. Gurgeh is a 
successful and respected man who feels bored and resents the society and people around 
him to a certain degree. This is, again, a necessary device in utopian literature. Without any 
contrast between the main character and the society surrounding him, we would never be 
able to deduce anything about the nature of the utopian society, which is, after all, the main 
purpose of having a utopian narrative at all. Gurgeh cannot be considered to be simply a 
critic of the Culture, he is rather a man suffering from a personal existential crisis.  
In addition to Gurgeh, the novel has other malcontented characters as well. 
Mawhrin-Skel, the drone, has once been an agent of Special Circumstances, but has later 
been stripped of his weapons and other modifications and made to live in the Culture as a 
civilian drone. The drone itself sees this treatment as if he has been “castrated, spayed, 
paralysed” (Banks, The Player of Games, 58) and acts in a manner that does not fit in with 
the general ethos of the Culture. Mawhrin-Skel can be considered a harsh critic of some 
aspects of the Culture. The drone is an example of an individual who has been forced to 
adapt to a certain position in the society which he does not want to do. The machine sees 
his purpose as being in Special Circumstances, exploring new worlds and beings and 
working as the Culture equivalent of a James Bond-style secret agent. Mawhrin-Skel is a 
good example of a very difficult problem for the Culture. It is an individual who clearly 
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enjoys violence, but is too unstable to be controlled or efficiently redirected. On the other 
hand manipulating the drone into placidity is not a very good solution either (the Culture 
values the autonomy of an individuals mind very highly, so any direct tampering with the 
drones mind is out of the question). 
Gurgeh meets another ill-at-ease character when he visits the empire of Azad. 
The Culture ambassador is an individual who relishes and enjoys the brutality of the 
Empire, a preference which is, once again, not shared by the general populace of the 
Culture. According to him, 
 
They’re all the same those machines; want everything to be like Culture; peace 
and love and all that same bland crap. They haven’t got the […] sensuality to 
appreciate the […] Empire. (Banks, The Player of Games, 135) 
 
Shohobaum Za, the ambassador, is an example of another method for the Culture to 
“contain” a dissident individual. Since the man enjoys the cruelty and strange charm of an 
antiquated society (from the Culture’s point of view), he is placed there, since it is the most 
pleasant existence for him, and presumably because he can still be controlled, unlike 
Mawhrin-Skel. Interestingly in this case this relocation requires the literal “castration” or 
“spaying” of the man, since his drug glands have to be removed in order that they do not 
fall into the hands of the Azadians, who are being kept in the dark about the full 
capabilities of the Culture. 
It should be noted that the dissidence and the nature of the contrast created 
between the characters and their environment is not identical. For example Gurgeh 
considers the ambassador to be a “drunken, loud-mouthed fool childishly infatuated with a 
few imperialist tricks and a resourcefully inhumane social system” (Banks, The Player of 
Games, 136). In the true Culture fashion Gurgeh derives no pleasure from the cruelty and 
primitiveness of the Empire, while the ambassador seems to consider it admirable. 
Mawhrin-Skel on the other hand does not care much for either the Empire or the Culture, 
but simply wishes to perform the duties it sees as its purpose and generally acts in an anti-
social manner. Perhaps these dissident characters in a small way make up the “multiplicity 
of voices” that Tom Moylan describes as an integral part of the critical utopia. 
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3.1. Sex, Gender and the Body 
 
In this section I will discuss the theme of themes of sex, gender and the body in the text. In 
a modern utopia the reformative utopian project does not have to be restricted to re-
structuralizing society, challenging political ideologies, exploring alternative approaches to 
nature or the use of natural resources. In these novels people themselves can be the targets 
of utopian revision, becoming what Darko Suvin has called “quasi-human”.  
Bodily modification is by no means a theme which is new to science fiction or 
exclusive to The Player of Games. As I have stated before, two distinctly different ways of 
examining the “post-human” body emerged in the 1980s: on the other hand, the cyberpunk 
mode, which perceived the human body as either a meeting point for biology and 
technology or as something inhibiting the human “self” which would find new liberation in 
virtual reality. On the other hand, the body can also be seen as a “border”, which can be 
examined through deconstruction. The Player of Games clearly participates in this 
discussion of the body in a way which I will illustrate in this section. 
Both the Culture and Azad are societies which operate on a different sexual 
system from that of the polar female-male model of the human world. As a result of 
genetic and biological enhancements, the people living in the Culture are capable of 
changing their sex at will, including the ability to bear children. Because of this, the 
attitudes towards sexual relations are also vastly different in the Culture. The people of the 
Culture engage freely in sex for recreation, even more so than in contemporary society. As 
life in the Culture is very dependent on continuing social interaction, few people form 
pairings for life (at least there are none in the text of The Player of Games). Certainly, no 
concept of marriage exists, and where it does exist, it is considered a form of ownership by 
the Culture. Sex and relationships are not viewed through exclusivity or fidelity, nor do 
they contain any value statements or stigmatizing force. In the Culture, no form of sexual 
preference is judged or forbidden. In fact, bisexuality is seen as the natural norm, rather 
than as difference. The exchange between Gurgeh and Yay, a young woman, exemplifies 
this issue, as well as the clash of the Culture mindset on sex with an older way of thinking. 
 
“[…]You’ve never changed sex, have you?” He shook his head. ”Or slept with a 
man?’ Another shake. “I thought so,” Yay said. “You’re strange, Gurgeh”. 
“Because I don’t find men attractive?” 
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“Yes, you’re a man!” She laughed. (Banks, The Player of Games, 24; original 
emphasis) 
 
Nothing concerning sexuality in the Culture is strictly enforced or regulated. The people 
live in an easy system of careless promiscuity, but should a person want to form a life-long 
relationship with another one (after finding a person who share their strange taste), they 
could probably do so, although they would be considered very strange, just as Gurgeh is 
considered strange by Yay for his lack of transgender and homosexual experiences. In fact 
Gurgeh seems to display some infatuation with the kind of sexual relationships that 
warrant exclusiveness, at least according to Yay: 
 
“I feel you want to… take me,” Yay said, “like a piece, like an area. To be had; to 
be… possessed.” Suddenly she looked very puzzled. “There’s something very… I 
don’t know; primitive, perhaps, about you, Gurgeh.” (Banks, The Player of 
Games, 24) 
 
In the Culture monogamous heterosexuality is seen as primitive and strange, because it 
restricts the possibilities for wider social interaction, among other things. This feature 
seems to be related to the socialist aspects of utopia. The eradication of private ownership 
reaches so far into the ethos of the Culture that even intimate relationships are not based on 
it. The Culture as a society is, perhaps because of lack of sexual exclusivity, completely 
devoid of sex-based exploitation or sexual violence (such as rape), and the ability to 
change one’s biological sex at will has eliminated sexism and gender-based discrimination. 
As Banks puts it, 
 
A society in which it is so easy to change sex will rapidly find out if it is treating 
one gender better than the other; within the population, over time, there will 
gradually be greater and greater numbers of the sex it is more rewarding to be, 
and so pressure for change – within society rather than the individuals – will 
presumably therefore build up until some form of sexual equality and hence 
numerical parity is established. (Banks, “A Few Notes”, online) 
 
The ability to change one’s sex at will is a very recent technological development, even on 
a theoretical level, but it also has its source in the feminist science fiction utopia. 
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Biological sex is often seen as a source of discrimination, and many feminist science 
fiction authors like to theorize alternative sexual hierarchies or other alternative ways of 
perceiving sex and gender. Modern utopia also takes into account forms of sexuality which 
have been traditionally marginalized, such as homosexuality or transsexuality. The Player 
of Games goes even further than this, making a wide spectrum of sexual experiences the 
norm rather than the exception. In other words, The Player of Games is not a homosexual 
utopia, which would simply be an inversion of a traditional utopian model, but it rather 
moves away from a setting which enables these oppositions or value statements (having 
sex with a certain person, a person with a certain gender, a certain number of times is 
wrong/right) to be made. 
In terms of gender politics and gender equality, the Culture is truly utopian. Both 
genders are completely equal and gender does not obligate or restrict anyone in any way. 
Professions as such do not exist anymore and have been replaced by art, music, academic 
pursuits and the like, but even these are completely gender neutral. The loss of 
discrimination based on sex and gender has effects on more abstract levels of life in the 
Culture than biological matters. For instance, in the beginning of Part 2 of the novel, the 
narrator tells us that Marain, the Culture language, has only a single personal pronoun used 
to refer to all forms of sex, gender or biological makeup. The narrator adds that, “there are 
ways of specifying a person’s sex in Marain, but they’re not used in everyday conversation 
[…] the message is that it’s brains that matter, kids; gonads are hardly worth making a 
distinction over” (Banks, The Player of Games, 99; original emphasis). 
The presence of strong and independent female characters is another indication of 
the sexual equilibrium of the Culture. For instance Gurgeh’s friend Yay for instance is 
much better adjusted to life in the Culture than Gurgeh is. Female rebellion also finds ways 
to manifest itself in the Empire. When in the Empire, Gurgeh meets a female citizen. 
Because of her downtrodden social status, the female casts her eyes down and shows every 
outward sign of adhering to her low status. At the end of their discussion the female covers 
the hidden microphone Gurgeh has on his ceremonial robe and says to Gurgeh: “You win. 
You win!” (Banks, The Player of Games, 138). Even though the female is aware that this 
would mean a violent end to her society, she still signals that this would be preferable to 
the current situation. This seems a sentiment reminiscent, for instance, feminism’s concept 
of patriarchy and the need for a revolution. 
Before Gurgeh leaves for Azad, a drone explains the way gender and sex work in 
the Empire to him: 
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“The one in the middle is the dominant sex.” 
 Gurgeh had to think about this. “The what?” he said. 
“The dominant sex,” Worthil repeated. “[…] In short, it’s all about dominance. 
The intermediate – or apex – sex you see standing in the middle there controls the 
society and the empire. Generally, the males are used as soldiers and the females 
as possessions. Of course, it’s a little more complicated than that, but you get the 
idea?” (Banks, The Player of Games, 74) 
 
During this discussion the drone also reveals that even though the Empire has the means 
that enable people to change sex just as they do in the Culture, it is forbidden and illegal. 
This seems “perverse and wasteful” (Banks, The Player of Games, 75) to the Culture 
drone, and the drone recognizes it as another means of retaining the societal hierarchy. The 
Empire also has preserved the institution of marriage, which is not viewed in very 
understanding light in the Culture, as this comment made by the ship carrying Gurgeh 
indicates: 
 
“Females sell their bodies, usually, entering into the legal contract of “marriage” 
to Intermediates [the intermediate sex of Azad], who then pay them for their 
sexual favours by-“ (Banks, The Player of Games, 114) 
 
At this point Gurgeh refuses to believe what he is told and suspects the ship of being 
“biased and unfair and terribly Culture-prim” (Banks, The Player of Games, 114). 
However, the point is made explicit later in the novel when Gurgeh visits the darker 
underworld of the capital city of the Empire and is faced with a world of exploitation, rape 
and suffering. After showing him the true dark side of the society, the drone accompanying 
him utters the following words: 
 
“The ship told you a guilty system recognises no innocents. I’d say it does. It 
recognises the innocence of a young child, for example, and you saw how they 
treated that. In a sense it even recognises the “sanctity” of the body… but only to 
violate it. Once again, Gurgeh, it all boils down to ownership, possession: about 
taking and having.” (Banks, The Player of Games, 210: original emphasis) 
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Strict sexual systems, when compared to fluid and free-form ones, appear capable of 
enabling exploitation. Even though Azad has a gender system which is different from the 
traditional male-female model (three sexes instead of two), it is just as partial as any other 
system which could be used to control the people of the Empire. Post-genderism, in the 
sense that the gender system is not based on two polar opposites, is no guarantee for the 
disappearance of exploitation and discrimination. Haraway may have celebrated her 
cyborg creature of being free of the “bi-sexuality” or patriarchy of a traditional sexual 
system, and this may be an accurate description of an Azadian (since the male gender is 
not the dominant one, but rather the apex), but according to The Player of Games any 
sexual system can be used to place its members in unequal positions. The sexual system of 
Culture is strictly bi-sexual, people are always referred to as men or women, even if they 
are in the midst of transition from one sex to another, the “idea of human integrity” that 
Haraway rejected is present. In this way the text subverts the idea that a male-female 
sexual system is an inherently wrong one. 
The utopian bodies of the people of the Culture are not only different from the 
current state of Homo sapiens in the sense that they can change their sex at will. There are 
also numerous other differences that play a significant part in the novel. One of the most 
important modifications is the ability to secrete drugs. Most members of the Culture are 
capable of secreting narcotic drugs at any time they want.  
At first it may seem strange that anyone should want to use any narcotics in a 
utopia. If utopia means a perfect society, drugs should certainly be useless, since they are 
usually used for a brief escape from an unhappy existence. One is reminded of The Land of 
Cokaygne, or any one of the earlier pre-utopias, where any every hedonistic desire was 
instantly gratified. Banks himself admits that the drug glands element is somewhat of a 
wish-fulfillment fantasy, but there is a purpose for including this element in the narrative: 
 
[A] society in which everybody is free to, and does, choose to spend the majority 
of their time zonked out of their brains will know that there is something 
significantly wrong with reality, and (one would hope) do what it can to make 
that reality more appealing and less – in the pejorative – mundane. (Banks, “A 
Few Notes”, online) 
 
Drugs and narcotics are a further clear staple of the modern utopia. One may compare the 
role of drugs in the novel to their role in Alduous Huxley’s Brave New World, which 
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seemed to warn people that drugs and narcotics (the infamous drug soma) would soon 
artificially eliminate the need for religion and/or leisure. Psychotropic drugs, as a means to 
sedate and control the population in a society, are a staple of the post-second world war 
anti-utopia where people are usually forced to ingest these substances in order to pacify 
and control them. 
The particular handling of the theme of narcotics is also related to the non-
exploitative nature of the Culture. Since they are free, indeed secreted within one’s body, 
there is no social stigma related to their consumption. Nor does the price of narcotics 
somehow restrict them to a luxury of a higher social class. Their non-addictive and non-
harmful nature also removes most of the negative connotations currently associated with 
narcotics such as addiction, crime and the exploitation of people and nature. 
When it comes to pleasure and escapism, the citizens of the Azadian Empire are 
not as lucky as those populating the Culture. Gurgeh visits the ghettoes of the capital city 
where he sees narcotics as an expensive way for the people of the Empire to escape their 
daily lives, and alcohol as a cause for injury and ill health. Shohobohaum Za, the Culture’s 
attaché to the Empire, explains the difference the Culture and Azad like this: 
 
“Think about it; the Culture’s all its…” [His] finger made a twirling motion in the 
air. “… built in glands; hundreds of secretions and thousands of effects, any 
combination you like and all for free… but the Empire, ha ha!” The finger 
pointed upwards. “In the Empire you got to pay; escape is a commodity like 
anything else. (Banks, The Player of Games, 188) 
 
While visiting a hospital later in the novel, Gurgeh is also given a glimpse of the relaxation 
habits of the everyman of the empire: 
 
It was an average-bad night, the drone informed him. The hospital was a little 
more crowded than usual because several ships of the Empire’s war-wounded had 
come back recently from famous victories. Also, it was the night when people got 
paid and didn’t have to work the next day, and so by tradition went out to get 
drunk and into fights. (Banks, The Player of Games, 207) 
 
This is another situation which is considerably different from the one in the Culture. In 
addition to being able to change one’s sex at will and secrete any drugs they want, the 
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inhabitants of Culture are also free of disease and injury. If they are lucky enough, people 
can even grow new bodies to their heads, should their heads become separated from them. 
People in the Culture live for hundreds of years. Genetic manipulation has also made 
racism, or any other discrimination based on physical attributes, a thing of the past. When 
new characters are introduced in the text, they are usually described as pale, blonde, 
brown-skinned, tall, lean or as something similarly vague. But it is clear that the 
benevolent modification of the Culture bodies has resulted in a situation where outward 
appearance is inconsequential. An example of a different kind of attitude towards physical 
diversity can be found in the Empire: 
 
A programme of eugenic manipulation has lowered the average male and female 
intelligences; selective birth-control sterilisation, area starvation, mass 
deportation and racially-based taxation systems produced the equivalent of 
genocide, with the result that almost everybody on the home planet is the same 
colour and build. (Banks, The Player of Games, 80) 
 
The Culture has used genetic and bodily modification to eradicate discrimination; while 
diversity of skin color and bodily build do exist in the Culture, they are of little 
consequence, at least of a negative one. In contrast, the Empire has used cruder methods in 
order to reach an exactly opposite situation and for very different purposes. The Empire 
forces its people to fit a rigid, preconceived model of a suitable body. 
The extended life of human beings and their increased resistance to physical 
harm in the Culture has at least two kinds of distinct effects on the society. First, because 
of the fact that people live for hundreds of years and are free from bodily harm, they do not 
have to fear death and the availability of medicine is no longer a problem. This means that 
the people are capable of seeing the effects of their actions beyond the below-a-hundred-
year-life span human beings traditionally do and therefore they choose to live their lives in 
a way that best preserves their environment and the things they care about. This has 
probably also contributed to the atheism of the Culture. Because of their long lifespan the 
Culture people have no reason to believe in an afterlife. 
Secondly, violence against another human being has become almost completely 
pointless through the modification of bodies. Because of this, the people in the Culture are 
forced to settle their differences with non-violent means. 
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Azad is almost the opposite of the Culture in this regard. Death and injury is ever 
present in the society and used as a methods of controlling the people. The death penalty is 
in use for many crimes. As mentioned before, the Azadians have to rely on hospitals for 
medical attention, which naturally has to be paid for and is outside the reach of the poorest 
people. Later in the novel Gurgeh discovers a hidden entertainment channel, intended only 
for the Azadian elite, which shows Azadian people being tortured, sexually abused and 
even killed for the entertainment of the ruling class (Banks, The Player of Games, 210), 
which seems an interesting fetishizing of violence as a symbol of power. The control 
imposed by the Empire on its citizens by way of the physical body is twofold, containing 
both the threat of physical violence and the physical requirements of the body. In the 
Empire the body of the individual citizen is a means of control and division. 
As mentioned before, the Empire has outlawed the kind of bodily modifications 
that the Culture is more or less built upon. When the media of the Empire discredits 
Gurgeh after he is victorious in the game he plays, it is interestingly his modified body that 
is considered to be the source of much repulsion and unfounded rumors: 
 
[The news-agencies] claimed that he was in telepathic touch with the Limiting 
Factor, or with the robot called Flere-Imsaho, that he used all manner of 
disgusting drugs which were kept in the vice den and drug emporium he lived in 
on the roof of the Grand Hotel, then – as though just discovering the fact – that he 
could make the drugs inside his own body (which was true) using glands ripped 
out of little children in appalling and fatal operations (which was not). (Banks, 
The Player of Games, 178)  
 
This excerpt illustrates the Empire’s attitude towards the “sanctity” of the body well. It 
both paints a monstrous picture of Gurgeh because of his differing body and pays lip 
service to the lives of the invented sacrificed children, while knowing full well that in 
another context there would be no hesitation to act in exactly as brutal manner as is being 
criticized here. The way the body is viewed is perhaps related to the concept of “sanctity”, 
which does not exist in the Culture. “Sanctity” is a religious concept and the Culture, in the 
postmodern manner, has abandoned this “grand narrative” and now relies on reason and 
information. Azad on the other hand, while perhaps not very religious, still maintains that 
modifying the body somehow breaches this “sanctity”, which enables the Empire’s control 
over the bodies of its citizens. 
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By creating two differing worlds with differing ways of perceiving the body, The 
Player of Games clearly takes part in the discussion regarding the perception of the body. 
In the manner of cyberpunk or splatterpunk, the supposed wholeness and integrity of the 
body is dismissed in the Culture. The human bodies in the Culture are infinitely malleable. 
These bodies are not cyborgs, however, nor do they desire an escape to a virtual reality. 
The Player of Games is a novel which encourages the dismantling the supposed organic 
nature or wholeness of the body and presents all the benefits of having a malleable body 
(the Culture) as oppose to a strictly controlled and bordered body (the Azadian Empire), 
but still retains the importance of the body, the experiences of the body over artificial 
virtual realities and a body which is still in some sense a “whole” because it has not been 
modified with cybernetic parts and is not a mutant or cyborg form. 
There exists a completely opposite reading of the situation. According to Vint, 
“Banks’s utopia is grounded on pure reason, the suppression and denial of the body” (Vint, 
94). Vint correctly points out that the ruling beings in the Culture, the most sophisticated 
artificial intelligences, are called Minds (the opposite of the body) and that they are 
practically incorporeal. She also finds few instances in any Culture novel where the body is 
presented in a very positive light, at least to the extent that it is considered on a par with 
the mind or reason (Vint, 93). This criticism is very apt, as Jackson and Heilman have 
noticed: “[the] Culture perfectly exemplifies the three central tenets of an Enlightenment 
liberal society: individual liberty, equality, and reason as the source upon which actions are 
grounded and in terms of which actions are ultimately justified” (Jackson and Heilman, 
online). In other words, The Culture is a society very much based on reason and which 
places matters of the mind over matters of the body. Vint sees this as an absolutely 
negative issue, which it may not be. 
Even though Vint is correct in her criticism concerning the lesser significance of 
the body when compared to the mind, she is too rash with her conclusions. Perhaps reason 
and the mind is given a higher position than the body in the text, but to say that the Culture 
is based on the denial and suppression of the body is far too strong a claim. Vint seems to 
purposefully miss some examples of bodies used as a source of pleasure, such as the sex 
between Gurgeh and Yay after he has returned (Banks, The Player of Games, 306-307) 
which is nearly poetic in its description of the bodies of the two lovers and the pleasure 
they produce. She also mistakenly says that the Minds are something that the people of the 
Culture “should aspire to” (Vint, 92) even though this is never showed in the text. No 
human being in the Culture aspires to be a machine intellect. People are people and 
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machines are machines in the Culture. At the beginning of her article Vint quotes Ann 
Weinstone, who says that “post-humanist theorists hope to create the conditions for the 
emergence of less hierarchical and less violent social and political relationships” 
(Weinstone, quoted in Vint, 79). The Player of Games illustrates that a system itself, 
whether it is based on gender or the body, may not be the source of limiting hierarchies 
and inequality, but rather the way it is used. 
 
3.2. Economy and Work 
 
Work has always played a significant role in utopia. Mostly utopia has sought to eradicate 
manual and tedious work. A place where one does not have to work for a living is one of 
the central features of even the earliest pre-utopias. 
In the Culture traditional professions and work do not exist. Most people occupy 
their lives with learning, the fine arts and different games such as those that Gurgeh studies 
and plays. Gurgeh’s friend Yay works as a “landscaper”, designing new habitations for 
people to live in. Should someone want to, they can take up things like being a blacksmith 
(Banks, The Player of Games, 85), but this too is more a form of art or a hobby than a 
profession. Music, fashion and the Culture version of film/television are also mentioned as 
both pastime and (supposedly) as a form of work for the people in the Culture. 
Since there are unlimited resources, no market exists and no one needs to work to 
pay for anything. As a result, traditional professions and money lose their meaning and 
people can concentrate on doing what they want to do. Because of this, Gurgeh has to be 
given a brief explanation of the concept of employment when he travels to Azad: 
 
It is especially important to remember that the ownership of humans is possible 
too; not in terms of actual slavery, which they are proud to have abolished, but in 
the sense that, according to which sex and class one belongs to, one may be 
partially owned by another or others by having to sell one’s labour or talents to 
somebody with the means to buy them. (Banks, The Player of Games, 114) 
 
Food is also limitless and meat is cultivated (Banks, The Player of Games, 8) rather than 
acquired from farmed animals. The Culture also uses few disposable products. Banks 
describes the differences in the economic and technological systems of the Culture and 
ours in the following manner: 
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We […] are used to living in times of great change; we expect major 
technological developments and have learned to adapt – indeed expect to have to 
adapt on a more or less continual basis, changing (in the developed world) our 
cars, our entertainment systems and a whole variety of household objects every 
few years.  In contrast, the Culture builds to last; it is not uncommon for an 
aircraft, for example, to be handed down through several generations. (Banks, “A 
Few Notes”, online) 
 
This market-free aspect is also apparent in the language of the novel. Certain things such 
as articles of clothing or objects such as furniture, certain weapons or everyday household 
items are referred to by their name, not by using a brand name or a logo, because there is 
no need for such nomenclature in a moneyless societal system. This aspect of the Culture 
clearly adheres to socialist, or at least critical utopian features. Remains of socialist 
thinking can also be found in the absence of the division of labor and the market, but even 
utopian socialist theorists usually imagined a society where labor and production existed, 
so the comparison is contrived. Critical utopia seems a more fitting description. According 
to Tom Moylan one of the features of a critical utopia is to oppose capitalism, and The 
Player of Games has certainly achieved that.  
Naturally work and employment have other dimensions than simply making 
money. What a person does for a living has been traditionally a source for their identity. 
For most of the people of the Culture this is not the case. Gurgeh is an exception: not only 
does his identity derive from his chosen profession, but playing games has made him 
famous in the Culture. Thus he finds his position as a famous game-player as a source of 
pride. He even has serious fears about losing to another player one day: 
 
“[… ] [Every] now and again, I do worry about losing; I think, what if there’s 
some kid – especially some kid, somebody younger and just naturally more 
talented – out there, able to take that away from me. That worries me. The better I 
do the worse things get because the more I have to lose.” 
“You are a throwback”, Chamlis told him. “The game’s the thing. That’s the 
conventional wisdom, isn’t it? The fun is what matters, not the victory. To glory 
in the defeat of another, to need that purchased pride, is to show that you are 
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incomplete and inadequate to start with.” (Banks, The Player of Games, 21; 
original emphasis) 
 
Gurgeh’s want for fame and fortune is a thing of the past. With his comment Chamlis 
shames Gurgeh (and by proxy, perhaps the reader) as psychologically juvenile and 
deficient for his pride and vanity. This is very much the Culture mindset: concentrating on 
me and me alone is selfish and unconstructive. This aspect of the Culture seems at least 
somewhat connected to the tradition of socialist utopia, since the Culture promotes 
concentrating on the group rather than the individual. Gurgeh laments this state of affairs 
in the following manner: 
 
“This is not a heroic age,” [Gurgeh] told the drone, staring at the fire. “The 
individual is obsolete. That’s why life is so comfortable for us all. We don’t 
matter, so we’re safe. No one person can have any real effect any more.” 
“Contact uses individuals,” Chamlis pointed out. “It puts people into younger 
societies who have a dramatic and decisive effect on the fates of entire meta-
civilizations. They’re usually “mercenaries”, not Culture, but they’re human, 
they’re people.” 
“They’re selected and used. Like game-pieces. They don’t count.” Gurgeh 
sounded impatient. He left the tall fireplace, returned to the couch. “Besides, I’m 
not one of them.” 
“So have yourself stored until a more heroic age does arrive.”  
“Huh,” Gurgeh said, sitting again. “If it ever does. It would seem too much like 
cheating, anyway.” 
The drone Chamlis Amalk-ney listened to the rain and the fire. “Well, if it’s 
novelty value you want, Contact – never mind SC – are the people to go to.” 
(Banks, The Player of Games, 22) 
 
Once again we are shown the way dissidence and difference work in the Culture. For 
instance, it should be noted that Gurgeh is only considered somewhat strange and 
antiquated because of his taste for celebrity, and he is not going to be exiled from the 
Culture. Although all people living the Culture may not like it in its entirety, they are not 
forced to do so. Nevertheless, what most people today would consider the “meaning of 
life” is considered “novelty value” in the Culture. This notion is echoed when Gurgeh 
54	  
considers the possibility of winning Full Web in the game of Stricken. To most Culture 
game-players the victory would most likely not be of great consequence. Gurgeh, of 
course, feels differently. Mawhrin-Skel uses Gurgeh’s vanity to entice him to a position 
where he can be blackmailed by it.  
 
Mawhrin-Skel drifted closer. “Does it really matter who first wins one? 
Somebody will, but does it count for much who does? It would appear to be a 
very unlikely eventuality in any given game… has it really much to do with 
skill?” 
“Not beyond a certain point,” Gurgeh admitted. “It requires a lucky genius.” 
“But that could be you.” 
“Maybe.” (Banks, The Player of Games, 50) 
 
Gurgeh has ultimately only himself to blame for his later predicament. If he was just a 
regular citizen of the Culture, he could have never been blackmailed by the drone. The 
defining difference between Gurgeh and the rest of the Culture’s worldview is also 
illustrated in the beginning of the novel when both Gurgeh and Yay have been at a 
shooting range. When Yay tells Gurgeh that the targets they were shooting were not 
destroyed in the game, and that they can be easily repaired in an hour, the following 
exchange takes place: 
 
 “So it’s false.” [Gurgeh] 
 “What isn’t?” [Yay] 
 “Intellectual achievement. The exercise of skill. Human feeling.” 
Yay’s mouth twisted in irony. She said, “I can see we have a long way to go 
before we understand each other, Gurgeh.” (Banks, The Player of Games, 6) 
 
In this conversation Yay exemplifies the Culture mindset. To her, everything is false, or 
rather, the difference between “false” and “real” is inconsequential. When everything and 
anything can be produced or constructed nearly at will, there is no need for intellectual 
achievement or exercise of any skill. These things have novelty value at most. In other 
words, in the Culture individual achievement and fame are almost as unnecessary as 
currency and work. Most people of the Culture accept the challenges they face on a 
personal level, they are not tools to elevate oneself over someone else. 
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Another issue related to work and economy is the theme of natural resources and 
their use. As mentioned above, the Culture has nearly limitless resources at its disposal. 
This does not mean that the use of natural resources is irrelevant in the Culture. Despite its 
opulence, wastefulness for wastefulness’ sake is frowned upon: 
 
[Even] the Culture, even Contact, would think twice about doing all it had just to 
provide one citizen with a glorified adventure holiday [referring to Gurgeh’s trip 
to Azad]. The Culture didn’t use money as such, but it also didn’t want to be too 
conspicuously extravagant with matter and energy, either (so inelegant to be 
wasteful). (Banks, The Player of Games, 145) 
 
The question of natural resources is not limited to their material worth, but also the 
aesthetics and beauty of nature and the intrinsic value of all life are factors to be taken into 
consideration. This feature of the Culture is most clearly illuminated when it is contrasted 
with the values of Azad. When Gurgeh examines the capital of Azad, Groasnacheck, and 
compares it to Culture habitats, he notes that, 
 
The streets and the sky were both full of traffic. […] It spoke with a great, 
garbled choir of voices; an encompassing background roar of engines and 
machines that never ceased, and the sporadic tearing sounds of passing aircraft. 
[…] [The city] had all the planning of a bird-dropping, Gurgeh thought, and the 
city was its own maze. (Banks, The Player of Games, 140) 
 
In comparison, a Culture cityscape seems nearly an ecotopia: 
 
Tronze was the home of fewer than a hundred thousand people, but to Gurgeh it 
still felt too crowded, despite its spacious houses and squares, its sweeping 
galleries and plazas and terraces, its thousands of houseboats and its elegant, 
bridge-linked towers. (Banks, The Player of Games, 42) 
 
Because the people live for hundreds of years and have other things to occupy their minds 
than the fight for survival, scarce resources and their offspring, they also realize that in 
truly universal terms even the Culture is simply a passing phase. The Culture people 
understand that stars, planets, galaxies, universes born and then die, as that is the nature of 
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the world. There is little need for fame or glory, as they are just as insubstantial and 
momentary as anything. This does not mean that life is without meaning or that people 
should be wantonly wasteful and uncaring, quite the opposite. The extremely privileged 
position of a Culture inhabitant forces them understand that this is not the case for all 
beings in the universe and therefore not to be taken lightly. Very little is to be gained from, 
for example, killing other beings. And since the Culture has attained this state through the 
eradication of exploitation, discrimination and anti-totalitarian politics, they, as ideological 
paths, should be promoted everywhere. As Banks himself puts it: 
 
For the Culture to continue without terminal decadence, the point needs to be 
made, regularly, that its easy hedonism is not some ground-state of nature, but 
something desirable, assiduously worked for in the past, not necessarily easily 
attained, and requiring appreciation and maintenance both in the present and the 
future. (Banks, “A Few Notes”, online)  
 
The Culture is also aware that simple coincidence has as much to do with its success as 
anything else. When talking about the difference between the Culture and the Empire, a 
drone notes: 
  
It is pure chance that we’ve met them when their civilisation looks primitive to 
us; one less ice age on Eä [the Empire home planet] and it could conceivably 
have been the other way around. (Banks, The Player of Games, 81) 
 
All in all, the novel’s relationship with work and economy is a highly theoretical one. 
Because of its theoretical treatment of these issues, the text is equal amounts inspirational 
and divorced from contemporary reality. Despite this, there are clear ideological and 
political dimensions to the text that are very typical of utopian texts, but also very 
influenced by theoretical scientific concepts of science fiction. 
 
3.3. Politics and Ideology 
 
Lastly I will analyze the crux of any utopian novel: the issue of politics and ideology. A 
very defining feature of the Culture is that there are no laws. Naturally there are manners 
and some codes of conduct but no strict legal framework. This may indicate that the 
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Culture is a form of anarchy. Mendelsohn echoes this by stating that “[the] Culture, 
Although Utopian, is not a planned society, but a neo-anarchist collection of individuals” 
(Mendelsohn, 557). 
The particular ideology that exists in the Culture has as much to do with the 
circumstances that affected its conception than being chosen by its author. The exact form 
of the Culture is not simply something that the novel considers ideal, but it reflects the 
environment and circumstances it exists in. In the case of the Culture, the key factor is 
living and travelling in space, not only on a planet beneath an atmosphere. As Banks 
writes, 
 
The theory here is that the property and social relations of long-term space-
dwelling (especially over generations) would be of a fundamentally different type 
compared to the norm on a planet; the mutuality of dependence involved in an 
environment which is inherently hostile would necessitate an internal social 
coherence which would contrast with the external casualness typifying the 
relations between such ships/habitats. Succinctly; socialism within, anarchy 
without. (Banks, “A Few Notes”, online)  
 
Another key factor in the life of the Culture is the longevity and prosperity of its 
inhabitants. This, coupled with the constant quest for more scientific information and 
knowledge, equips the Culture with vast amounts of information and knowledge. Even the 
current form of the Culture as a society is seen as a result of a long societal evolution 
rather than an arbitrarily enforced political model. This is apparent, for instance, in the 
Culture’s attitude toward empires: 
 
“It is unusual for us to discover an imperial power-system in space. As a rule, 
such archaic forms of authority wither long before the relevant species drags 
itself off the home planet, let alone cracks the lightspeed problem, which of 
course one has to do, to rule effectively over any worthwhile volume. (Banks, 
The Player of Games, 74) 
 
The Culture considers empires archaic and ultimately self-destructive. After observing the 
results of the development of societies in the long run (and including itself among them), 
the socialist/anarchist model it has reached is the logical end point of all its past stages of 
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development. This is another feature that clearly is indebted to postmodern ideas, 
especially post-colonialism. 
The political and ideological dimensions of The Player of Games cannot be easily 
compared to those of the world of the intended reader, i.e. the ideological dimensions 
presented in many preceding utopias. Traditionally, ideologies on planet Earth are 
dependent on the use of natural resources, or in Marxist terms, on the means of production. 
If the use of resources is taken out of the equation, comparisons to ideological systems, 
based on the division of such resources, is void. Therefore, to call the Culture socialist or 
anarchist in the traditional sense of the word is to attach a false label on it. The Culture is 
also atheistic and completely disconnected from any current historical, philosophical or 
cultural milieu. As Banks puts it, 
 
Philosophically, the Culture accepts, generally, that questions such as 'What is the 
meaning of life?' are themselves meaningless.  The question implies – indeed an 
answer to it would demand – a moral framework beyond the only moral 
framework we can comprehend without resorting to superstition (and thus 
abandoning the moral framework informing – and symbiotic with – language 
itself). In summary, we make our own meanings, whether we like it or not. 
(Banks, “A Few Notes”, online) 
 
This does not mean that any political analysis of the Culture is impossible. While the 
Culture has no need to make ideological decisions concerning production, compensation, 
work, sexual politics or legislation, it is not entirely without values. 
One of the most valued (quite likely the most valued) things in the Culture is 
sentient life. For the inhabitants of the Culture bodily harm and premature death are rare 
occurrences and perhaps because of this the value of life is such highly regarded. While 
Gurgeh and the droid accompanying him are on Azad, there is constantly a hidden Culture 
ship nearby ready to rush in and rescue him. This requires both a great use of resources and 
contains a possibility of a war between the Culture and the Azadian Empire, should 
Gurgeh and the droid be rescued from the Empire forcefully. In other words, the Culture is 
willing to use massive amounts of resources, as well as risking a full-scale war, admittedly 
one that they would probably win, in order to secure the life of just two of their citizens. 
This seems to indicate clearly that sentient life is valued very highly, perhaps above all 
other resources. The fact that the drone Mawhrin-Skel is not modified, made “healthy” or 
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“sane”, despite its obvious anti-social and almost psychotic behavior, is another indication 
that in the Culture independent sentience is something that cannot be breached. 
Although the Culture is capable of holding its own when it comes to military 
might and is even capable of waging war, violence and cruelty are considered abhorrent 
and unnecessary among the people of the Culture. Even Gurgeh, who is forced to kill an 
assailant when in the final games, is clearly disgusted by violence (Banks, The Player of 
Games, 262). Earlier in the novel the drone Mawhrin-Skel finds a dying bird and dissects it 
in front of a group of partygoers (Banks, The Player of Games, 13). The people are 
naturally disgusted and the drone, already considered highly eccentric, deemed an expert in 
bad taste. The death of the animal is not the most offending aspect of the episode – the bird 
was already injured and dying – but rather the needless cruelty and the macabre nature of 
the act. 
Sentient life is not the only thing held in high regard in the Culture. If a Culture 
citizen causes other people to dislike him enough, they may suddenly find themselves a 
social pariah. After the struggle for resources and fame has been removed, one of the few 
resources/values left in society is social currency. The Culture is centered on social 
interaction and the relationships between humans (and machines). Gurgeh is somewhat of 
an exception to the rule also in this regard. He is a recluse, perhaps because of his celebrity 
status, but he retains enough of a social life to not become isolated. Vital social interaction 
acts as a regulating force in the society by “punishing” behavior which would cause other 
people to dislike you. For instance, there is no reason to kill or harm others if the 
punishment is to obtain a pariah-status. Gurgeh explains the particulars of this situation to 
some Azadians in the following manner: 
 
 “But if someone kills somebody else?” 
 Gurgeh shrugged. “They’re slap-droned.” 
 “Ah! This sounds more like it. What does this drone do?” 
 ”Follows you around and makes sure you never do it again.” 
 “Is that all?” 
“What more do you want? Social death, Hamin; you don’t get invited to too 
many parties.” 
 “Ah; but in your Culture, can’t you gatecrash?” 
“I suppose so,” Gurgeh conceded. “But nobody’d talk to you.” (Banks, The 
Player of Games, 226) 
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Despite its nearly pacifist stance on crime and punishment, the Culture has no illusions 
about the basic nature of human beings. In this case the Culture has to balance between the 
desire to provide everyone with ideal conditions for life, respecting the life and autonomy 
of sentient beings and its commitment to non-violence. The violent nature of human beings 
is completely acknowledged, but it is also constructively (or at least non-destructively) 
redirected. The target-shooting game Yay and Gurgeh play at one point in the novel is an 
example of such a redirection, but some people demand more:  
 
Megalomaniacs are not unknown in the Culture, but they tend to be diverted 
successfully into highly complicated games; there are entire Orbitals where some 
of these philosophically crude Obsessive games are played, though most are in 
Virtual Reality […] – up to and including utter-involvement level, in which the 
player has to make a real and sustained effort to return to the real world, and can 
even forget that it exists entirely – are far more satisfying. (Banks, “A Few 
Notes”, online) 
 
It is interesting in this context to consider where The Player of Games locates itself on the 
discussion about simulation and reality. Virtual realities or computer simulations are very 
rare in The Player of Games and no one seems eager to free themselves from their 
supposedly “weak” or “restricting” bodies. In fact quite the opposite is true. Simulation 
and virtual reality are reserved for the rare people who cannot integrate to the Culture and 
still hold on to primitive concepts of power and a fascination for violence. Perhaps the 
rejection of virtual reality and simulation signals a resignation from Baudrillards idea of 
simulation and even that particular aspect of postmodernism, the idea that reality has 
become completely inaccessible. 
One aspect of ideology is its outward appearance. The Culture has no insignia or 
symbols, no central planet, no anthem and no ranks. Furthermore, the Culture has no need 
to display or parade its substantial powers. The Empire is the exact opposite. It relies 
heavily on ceremonies and festivities which constantly stress the importance and power of 
the Empire. When Gurgeh arrives on the planet, for instance, he is taken to a grand 
welcoming ceremony in the Imperial palace, which he observes in confusion: 
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“What are they standing there for?” Gurgeh whispered to the drone in [the 
language of the Empire], low enough so that Pequil couldn’t hear. 
 “Show,” the machine said. 
 Gurgeh thought about this. “Show?” 
“Yes; to show that the Emperor is rich and important enough to have hundreds of 
flunkeys standing around doing nothing.” 
 “Doesn’t everybody know that already?” 
The drone didn’t answer for a moment. Then it sighed. “You haven’t really 
cracked the psychology of wealth and power yet, have you, Jernau Gurgeh?” 
(Banks, The Player of Games, 127) 
 
The Emperor of Azad cannot comprehend a society, that, according to him, knows so little 
collective pride, is atheistic, or relies on strength which is not based on the subjugation of 
others and is not constantly on display. He attempts to convey his view of the Culture to 
Gurgeh with the following speech: 
 
“”Repulsive” is barely adequate for what I feel for your precious Culture, 
Gurgeh. I’m not sure I possess the words to explain to you what I feel for your… 
Culture. You know no glory, no pride, no worship. You have power; I’ve seen 
that; I know what you can do… but you’re still impotent. You always will be. 
[…] That’s what life teaches us, Gurgeh, that’s what the game shows us. Struggle 
to prevail; fight to prove worth. (Banks, The Player of Games, 282) 
 
The division between the Culture and the Azadian Empire exemplifies the difference 
between postmodernist and conventional ways of looking at reality/the world. The story of 
The Player of Games is not only a story of the clashing of two highly dissimilar cultures, 
but also one of two clashing world-views: the conventional and the postmodern. In the 
Culture power, wealth and hierarchy have been disassembled and done away with. A 
Culture game-player will play a game because it is intellectually stimulating and 
interesting. The citizens of Culture are also flexible and shape shifting concretely, not just 
metaphorically speaking. They are actual manifestations of what socialist constructivist, 
post-gender and post-human theorists have contemplated. A Culture person is physically 
able to change their sex and gender, not just to think in a way that would help them look 
beyond them. 
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In the Empire everything is regulated in a network of power, class and hierarchy. 
A game-player playing the game of Azad is competing for nearly everything: wealth, 
standing in society, sometimes for one’s life. This is why the Emperor of Azad finds 
Gurgeh’s success so disdainful and why Gurgeh is so shocked to find out that the Emperor 
actually wants to kill him. To Gurgeh a game is a game, how can it be anything more? He 
has never experienced the same kind of representational system that exists in the Empire. 
In the daily lives of the Culture inhabitants the difference between authenticity and 
simulation, “real” and “fake” is inconsequential and indistinguishable, much in the manner 
of Jean Baudrillard’s theories on simulacra and simulation. And very much in the manner 
of Baudrillard’s order and power, the Empire needs to constantly re-instate itself as well as 
constantly produce the “signs of power” that Baudrillard talks about. 
It should be noted that the text is not a simple game of opposites. The Culture is 
not a perfect postmodern utopian rising above Azad’s dystopia of conventional thinking. 
As I mentioned earlier the text is a critical utopia, which no longer operates on these terms. 
Calling the people of Culture strictly postmodern or saying that they are cyborgs as 
theorized by Haraway is also ultimately incorrect. For instance, the Culture has not lost all 
faith in the “grand narratives”, a feature which is considered to be fundamental in 
postmodernism. In the manner of other science fiction novels, science and the pursuit of 
knowledge are still considered to be the driving forces of the Culture. Religion may be 
eradicated, the age of the novel is not very “heroic” and lacking in “great narratives”, and 
the inhabitants admit that the universe, on the whole, acts in a random and erratic manner, 
but the belief in the “grand narrative” of science and progress still remains, as well as the 
dedication to the study of history, also a “grand narrative". The Culture could not exist as it 
does without the need to meticulously examine history and being constantly aware of how 
the Culture is incredibly privileged, fortunate and rare in historical perspective. 
The comparison to Haraway’s cyborgs and that form of postmodernism does not 
hold up to close scrutiny either. The people of the Culture are not mixtures of machines 
and animals in the manner of Haraway’s cyborgs. As Mawhrin-Skel mentions at one point 
in the text, “Of course [the Azadians] are animals, just as you are, just as I am a machine” 
(Banks, The Player of Games, 81) so the distinction between animal and machine very 
much remains. Haraway’s cyborgs also exist where there is no gender, but in the Culture, 
gender remains, people are just capable of changing it. Gender has not disappeared, as 
people are still generally referred to as men or women, depending on which gender they 
have chosen for themselves for the time being. Hermaphrodites or other androgynous 
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characters are absent from the text. Rather, it is the negative effects of a rigorous sexual 
hierarchy which have disappeared. 
Despite being a critical and not an absolutely positive utopia, the Culture still has 
some features which seem almost too good to be true. Doubt arises easily when examining 
the Culture as a whole; are we really to believe that human beings, after showing so many 
times in the past their incapability to work together and their proclivity for war, would be 
capable of perfecting themselves so? In The Player of Games relieving human beings of 
this responsibility seems to have solved the problem. In the Culture the decision-making 
has been given to the Minds, the vastly advanced AI’s that are ultimately in charge of 
running the society. This is the pinnacle of the post-political nature of the Culture:  
 
Humans could not be at the heart of such a world. In vesting all power in 
individualistic, sometime eccentric, but always benign, AI Minds, Banks knew 
what he was doing; this is the only way a liberal anarchy could be achieved, by 
taking what is best in humans and placing it beyond corruption, which means out 
of human control. (Brown, 632) 
 
It seems that, in this light, The Player of Games is not an advocate of anarchy; on the 
contrary it seems to oppose anarchist systems, at least as long as human beings are the ones 
who are in control. This element of the society makes the Culture fantastic and perhaps 
even deceptive. There are innumerable science fiction stories about the perils of yielding 
power and control to computers or artificial intelligences. However, the Minds of the 
Culture are not the simple automatons of many science fiction stories. Unlike, for instance, 
Skynet in The Terminator films or Hal in 2001: A Space Odyssey, the Minds are not slaves 
to programming and are not likely to find sudden reasons to eradicate humanity. The AI’s 
of Banks’s novel are not simply artificial intelligences, but artificial personalities. They 
have the same mental faculties as human beings (in fact they are considerably more 
intelligent than an average human) and they realize as well as any other inhabitant of the 
Culture their position in the universe and adhere to the ethos of the Culture like any human 
being, or drone. The AI’s are not flawless either but are capable of making mistakes. It is 
because of the post-scarcity nature of the Culture and the existence of the AI Minds acting 
as the foundation of the society. 
 
The Minds can make mistakes […], but they can’t make political mistakes 
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because they aren’t making political decisions in the first place; what one might 
call, adapting Hume, the “circumstances of politics”, that is, moderate scarcity 
and unreliable benevolence, simply do not exist. (Brown, 632) 
 
Despite the advanced intelligence of the Minds, they are not infallible, and ultimately 
neither is the Culture. As Heilman and Jackson put it: 
 
The only worry that the Culture does have is that it does not have an objective 
viewpoint from which it can judge its actions. There is no entity that dispenses 
moral truths that can be known just as one would know about natural phenomena. 
At best, the Culture can believe that it acts rightly because it acts on principles 
that it thinks all should agree on. (Heilman and Jackson, online) 
 
Despite its benevolent nature and good intentions, the Culture has its troubling aspects as 
well. The mere existence of Contact and Special Circumstances creates cracks in the 
shining exterior of the entire Culture. If the Culture is constantly shaping and influencing 
the less-developed worlds and peoples it encounters, is this, in the end, anything else but 
cultural imperialism under a new name? For all its pacifism the Culture seems surprisingly 
eager to force the society of Azad to violently reformulate itself – a process that will 
probably require the lives of many innocent sentient beings – even though it does so in a 
backhanded way that is hidden from most of its own inhabitants. Jacobs draws some 
interesting parallels between the Culture and the modern-day Earth: 
 
[It] turns out that the closest analogue we have to the Culture’s foreign policy is 
that of the United States in the recent Bush administration: just as President Bush 
wanted to spread the good news of American democracy to the rest of the world, 
and was willing to put some force behind that benevolent imperative, so too the 
Culture. The Culture is neoconservatism on the greatest imaginable scale. 
(Jacobs, online) 
    
The fact that the Culture has enemies and has developed ways of dealing with them is 
partly due to the fact that the Culture is a construct of fiction. As I have pointed out before, 
all utopian literature requires contrasts and oppositions in order to work. Just as the reader 
needs a “throwback character” like Gurgeh as a mediator between himself/herself and the 
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Culture, the Culture itself requires opposition and antipodes so that the reader can be 
explained the details of the society, as well as remaining evolving and interesting, a 
modern utopia. Since Culture is a critical utopia it also requires the possibility of progress 
and expansion in order to keep it vital, unlike the “finished” utopias of the past. The fact 
that the Culture chooses to meddle in the affairs of others instead of just concentrating on 
itself is a method it has chosen because of its belief in itself. As Jacobs notes, “The Culture, 
Banks seems to think, deserves to be expanded throughout the known universe, and the 
Minds can presumably be relied on to manage that expansion in the best possible way” 
(Jacobs, online). 
 As such, the belief that “the Culture knows best” may simply be leap of faith the 
reader is required to take. After all, the Culture is far more advanced than we are, and run 
by incredibly intelligent machines. Perhaps our natural distrust of the Culture is just due to 
our own background and our past where potential utopias have turned into dystopias with 
horrific regularity. To quote Jacobs, 
 
And maybe all this is true. Sometimes paternal figures — paternal cultures, even? 
— really do take action that subordinate figures dislike but that are for the best. 
Given the wisdom of the Culture’s Minds, don’t they, better than any of the rest 
of us, know what’s in our own best interest? (Jacobs, online, original emphasis) 
 
As the Culture has disposed of (some of) the great narratives and religion, which usually 
act as authorities, it has to risk the possibility of error. On the other hand the reliance on 
science and the study of history ensures that the possibility is very limited. Still, the 
Culture can offer no guarantee that the action it chooses is correct. The most that can be 
guaranteed is good will and a certainty that experience and scientific reason provide; yet 
these are in no way absolute. As Heilman and Jackson write: 
 
In the absence of absolute certainty, well-verified statistics have to suffice […] 
Reason provides both the means to proceed, and the ultimate grounding that the 
course of action is correct—and that in the end, the greater goods of equality and 
liberty are preserved and defended as efficiently as possible. (Heilman and 
Jackson, online) 
    
In sum, The Player of Games is a modern utopia because it is the best possible rather than 
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the ideal society. The possibility that the society in question is wrong or flawed is a 
possibility, although a much less likely one compared to the utopias that precede it. 
Nevertheless, placing one’s trust in a modern utopia, such as the one in The Player of 
Games, is very fittingly a gamble. 
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4. Conclusion 
 
In the analysis of The Player of Games I have explored its features as a modern and critical 
science fiction utopia in comparison to the utopian and science fiction utopian traditions 
preceding it. The novel recognizes both the age-old form of the traditional utopia and the 
more recent form of the modern utopia. The utopian society, the Culture, accomplishes 
what many older utopias strived to do before it: it eliminates manual labor and class, racial 
and gender differences as well as wars, violence and greed. Unlike older utopias, the novel 
has two different fictional societies, neither of which are those of the intended reader. 
Neither of the societies is utopian or dystopian, in the traditional sense, but are somewhere 
between the polar opposites. Both the Culture and the Azadian Empire have their flaws and 
shortcomings. It is clear that Culture is nearly utopian and Azad more dystopian, but 
neither is absolutely one or the other. 
 I have examined the way the novel explores the roles of gender, sex and the body in 
section 3.2. Traditionally gender and sex are not problematized in utopian literature. Due 
to the influence of feminist fiction and women writers, this theme has been introduced to 
science fiction (and science fiction utopian) literature. The Player of Games uses the 
fictional construct of a post-gender society to examine a variety of aspects and themes 
related to gender, sex and the body. 
 One of the central issues regarding gender and sex in the novel is their use in 
regulating and controlling people. The text does not address the sexual or gender-based 
hierarchies of any specific time or place, but rather by creating a post-gender society 
devoid of discrimination and value hierarchies creates a tense contrast between this ideal 
society and the more strictly regulated Azadian Empire. Naturally the Culture is also 
contrasted with whatever society the reader currently inhabits. By doing this the text 
resembles feminist science fiction by presenting a world which is dramatically different 
from the one we know, but as I have also shown, the utopia in The Player of Games works 
to eradicate all exploitation and inequality, not only those based on sex and gender. 
 The modification of the body has other dimensions in addition to the free changing of 
biological gender. The people of the Culture are also free of disease, bodily harm or an 
untimely death. They can also secrete different drugs inside their bodies. This, when 
contrasted with the Empire of Azad, reveals the differences in the ways the two societies 
view the significance of the body. The Empire of Azad has the means to make the 
inhabitants of their society as biologically flexible as the Culture, but it refuses to do so. 
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Mawhrin-Skel also notes that the Empire also recognizes the “sanctity of the body” but 
only in order to desecrate it. The Empire needs to retain its structures of power and control. 
In order to do this one gender must be dominant and the others are to be considered of less 
value. The bodies of the citizens must also be such that they are unable to change 
themselves in any way to escape the power structure based on gender, the threat of 
physical pain, death and manual labor, and the consumption of narcotics or entertainment 
needed to escape the stress caused by all of the mentioned factors. The Empire also needs 
to retain institutions such as marriage, and concepts like the sanctity of the body, even 
though there is no real appreciation for any of them. As a result, these concepts can be 
summoned to discredit someone who breaches them, like the media of the Empire does 
when wanting to demonize Gurgeh when he, as an outsider, reaches the acceptable limits 
of success in the game of Azad and acts as a destabilizing force in the society. 
In my analysis I analyzed the roles of labor, leisure and the use of resources. In 
accordance with the utopian tradition, The Player of Games is devoid of manual labor and 
traditional professions. There is also no money or market in the Culture, which is probably 
at least partly due to the influence of critical utopia which is based on the resistance and 
criticism of (free-market) capitalism. The inhabitants of the Culture also share a particular 
way of looking at the world. Most Culture citizens do not consider individual fame or 
personal accolade, derived from individual professional success, to be worth their time. For 
instance, the language of the Culture has no nomenclature for brand names or other 
market-capitalist terms or concepts. This worldview is due to the economic and social 
conditions in the Culture. The way of viewing profession and individual achievement as 
the building blocks for personal identity is absent in the Culture. The desire for individual 
fame and fortune is considered childish, obsolete and counter-productive. Someone will 
reach great achievements and advancements, be it in science, arts or any field. Who that 
someone is, is not important. The plentiful nature of Culture also enables the endless 
production and completely realistic simulation of people, objects, images, reality and so 
on. This effect pervades the entire society of the Culture to the extent that “false” and 
“real” as concepts lose their meaning, even though the society of Culture does not entirely 
disassociate itself with a perceivable reality. 
The Empire acts as the example of the opposite of the Culture. In the Empire 
individual accolade is the goal for most people. The game of Azad is a good example of 
this. The winner of the game is crowned Emperor, and even minor victories in the game 
ensure the contestants valuable socio-economic prizes. Success in the game can literally be 
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a matter of life and death. The real versus false dichotomy is also very pervasive in the 
Empire, the central element being the game of Azad, which, interestingly enough, is a 
game that is considered to represent the totality of life and reality. Paradoxically enough, 
the quintessential “real” object in the Empire is a game, a metaphor for life, a kind of 
simulation. The key difference between the Empire and the Culture, represented by 
Gurgeh, is that for Gurgeh the game is just the game, it represents nothing else, while for 
the Empire it represents reality itself. 
In section 3.3. I concentrated on the ideological and political dimensions of The 
Player of Games.  The politics of the Culture are shaped by the fact that it has evolved over 
generations of people travelling in space and on the longevity of its people, the enormous 
quantity of information it has amassed and its post-scarcity economic system. An 
unquestionable element of the ideological dimension of the Culture is the appreciation of 
sentient life and the abhorrence of needless death and violence. These things are the ethical 
and political minimum of the values of the Culture. In addition to them, much is not 
regulated or enforced. Naturally the Azadian Empire is different in this regard. The 
discussions held between Gurgeh and the Emperor shed much light on the crossroads of 
the two ideological paths. In the Empire the threat of physical harm and death are central to 
its power structure. The Emperor cannot conceive how the Culture works, since it is so 
different as a society and lacks all of the qualities of the Empire, as it is seemingly 
pacifistic and devoid of any outward ideological or political dogma. The Emperor also 
shows the deficiency of his own ideology by claiming that the Culture is weak and on the 
brink of failure with nothing to back up his argument except his personal distaste. 
In many ways the novel deals with the clash between two societies and two ways 
of perceiving reality. The one is the utopian society of the Culture, the other the Empire of 
Azad. The Culture, in terms of ideology, is decentered, liberal and anarchist. The Empire is 
rigid in structure, densely layered and power-based. Both also exist in a state which is 
fantastic, to say the least. The Culture is a post-scarcity society, meaning that it no longer 
has to deal with the issues of work, labor or natural resources. Both societies exist in a 
post-gender state. This aspect of the novel makes its political analysis difficult because all 
the tools available for political and ideological analysis are based on a system which exists 
on the basis of these divisions. 
From a political point of view the Culture certainly seems socialist or Marxist and 
has anarchist features. The loss of set professions, free market and money as, well as 
stressing community over individuality, has all the earmarks of communist utopia. But 
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since the Culture does not function on the basis of natural resources, which has homed 
every economic and political system ever devised by human beings, the comparison 
between the two is impossible. If anything, the society of the Culture acts as a “shocking 
and distancing mirror”, to use the terminology of Ernst Bloch. It leads the reader to marvel 
at it and use it as a counterpoint to their own worlds or societies, but at the same it time 
makes it as elusive and fantastic as any fairy-tale or proto-utopia. Even on a theoretical 
level a post-scarcity, post-human society like the Culture is far-fetched. 
When contrasted with the utopian/science fiction utopian tradition that has 
preceded it, the contribution of The Player of Games is most significant because so many 
earlier utopias have been dealt with the promotion of a certain system of government, or in 
the case of dystopia, discrediting one. The Player of Games, in contrast, is based more on 
minimizing the necessity for any system at all. In this sense it may perhaps be called 
anarchist (or post-anarchist?). The fact that this particular anarchist society cannot function 
without the existence of benevolent artificial intelligences, which are more intelligent than 
human beings, effectively removes it from the political discourse it is located in. It is a 
speculative science fiction utopia, something that is theoretically possible but also very far 
away, and doesn’t really partake in any specific political discourse in modern day society, 
as many older utopias did. It also negotiates or forms relationships with phenomenon such 
as postmodernism and postgenderism but does not embrace them completely. This is the 
very nature of a modern or critical utopia: it has flaws and contains opposing voices; it is 
self-reflective and far-removed, distant and theoretical. It is postmodern, it deals with 
problems of power and society in a way that has not been done before and it forms 
relationships to postmodernism in its various forms but does not completely commit itself 
to its demands. A good example of this is the fact that even though the concepts of “real” 
and “false” have been lost in the Culture (a postmodern feature), the society still retains the 
divisions between human beings, animals and machines, male and female beings and 
refuses to adhere to the hybrid way of looking at the world of Donna Haraway or the “play 
of signs” of Jean Baudrillard. 
The Player of Games, in the manner of most science fiction texts, has a difficult 
relationship with postmodernism. On the other hand the postmodernist mindset seems to 
capture the mindset and zeitgeist of the late twentieth century quite well. According to 
postmodernism the world is unstable, ever changing and contains a multiplicity of voices. 
This view of the world seems to resonate with modern science fiction, especially its 
utopian strain. On the other hand postmodernism resigns from the trustworthiness of 
71	  
science and reason, a feature that is in direct contrast with the cornerstones of science 
fiction. Even though some science fiction where less emphasis is put on actual science has 
been written, phenomenon such as the New Wave illustrate that such experimentation is 
often in peril of becoming formless and ephemeral. This relationship between science 
fiction and postmodernism can either be interpreted in at least two ways. The first 
interpretation is that science fiction, because of its dedication to science, is incapable of 
fully embracing the postmodern way. Even though postmodernism offers a lot to science 
fiction, it must still retain some of its genre history and features and become a bastardized 
hybrid form. The second interpretation is that modern science fiction has found a way to 
produce the end results of postmodernism without having to resort to a complete 
resignation of empirical science. Consider the way the body and its modifiability are 
presented in the text for instance. The Culture bodies are invulnerable, malleable and 
genderless, all the features of a postmodern concept of the body. Yet the bodies are not 
inter-gendered, nor symbioses of human and machine, which are some earmarks of a 
postmodern body. Another example might be the theme of simulation and virtual reality. 
Jean Baudrillard’s concept of simulation is a good example of a postmodernist detachment 
from reality, or “the real”. Virtual realities or other simulations are nowhere to be found in 
the text, signaling the texts rejection of yet another key feature of postmodernism nor does 
the text view reality as fundamentally inaccessible or somehow outwardly “produced”. On 
the other hand the text has the same inspirational power that the phenomenon it so clearly 
rejects, only the methods of reaching that place are different. 
One of the crucial questions regarding all modern utopias is its relevance. If we 
consider The Player of Games nature, its relevance is made doubtful, since the setting of 
the story and the circumstances that enable it (limitless natural resources, super-intelligent 
machines, a perfected way of modifying a human body) are fantastic and far removed from 
our daily lives and experiences. Older utopias usually presented themselves as something 
on the precipice of manifestation and relatively closely connected to some aspect of society 
or politics. As Kumar points out in his study, utopias were in this regard almost like 
religious beliefs; the believers were convinced that a great change would be imminent. 
Naturally all utopias are fantastic and distant, but few as much as the Culture. Since the 
text is so fantastic, unreliable and far-removed, does it not hinder its credibility and 
inspirational force by making modern utopia regress, becoming a daydream or a fantasy 
resembling an early proto-utopia, a Cokaygne-like wish-fulfillment? 
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If the traditional utopia has suffered a death at the hands of the dystopians, the 
modern utopia must relocate itself in various ways in order to remain effective. It is useless 
for the modern utopia to attempt to reinstate itself in the traditional political and 
ideological sphere, at least not in the shape and form it existed in before. Instead it must 
find new directions and places to remain both vital and influential. In the case of The 
Player of Games, the relocation is distant both in terms of space and time. But more 
importantly, the relocation is distant in terms of politics and ideology. This is also the 
reason why the modern utopia cannot use contemporary society as a comparison. One of 
the central features of utopia, classical or modern, is acting as an inspiration. The setting of 
the text is admittedly detached and fantastic. The modern utopia has also moved away 
from the old and strict utopia-dystopia polarity but the basic operational function of a 
utopian tale is still there. The Player of Games shows the reader a near-ideal society which 
takes into account numerous issues and themes which have emerged after the rise and fall 
of the classical utopia as well as utilizing postmodernist techniques and methods and thus 
updating the old utopia into a new form. 
On the basis of my analysis, Tom Moylan was correct with his view of critical 
utopia as a revolutionary form. Critical utopias, at least the Culture, cannot be the targets 
of dystopian criticism, because they already contain the criticism of dystopia within them. 
Not only is the Culture filled with dissident voices and discontent characters, but in the end 
we are given no guarantees that the decisions made by the Culture are absolutely correct, 
we only learn that they are done with great care and with scientific knowledge and 
intelligence that is not available to us. 
Naturally, providing a working model for a near-perfect society is only a half of 
the function of a utopia. Utopia has always criticized the present at least as much advised a 
way to a better future. The Player of Games fulfills this function of the utopian tale as well. 
While it is true that the society of the intended reader, which is usually the target of 
criticism in a utopian tale, is almost completely absent from The Player of Games, the 
novel still acts as a critical mirror to our society. The Player of Games shows us a highly 
advanced society in nearly at the peak of its evolution. By comparing this ideal society to 
ours we cannot help but see the shortcomings of our society. The society of the Culture 
shows us the ways gender, class, manual labor and innumerable other divisions are used to 
discriminate between different people. The novel illustrates the roots of these issues and 
suggests that we as people may be able to discover our own ways of dealing with them. If 
nothing else, The Player of Games urges people to find ways and means to keep the human 
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race from self-destruction so somewhere in the distant future we may evolve into a 
Culture-like state. As Banks himself notes, when discussing artificial intelligence, that it 
“is taken for granted in the Culture stories, and […] is not only likely in the future of our 
own species, but probably inevitable (always assuming homo sapiens avoids destruction)” 
(Banks, “A Few Notes”, online).  
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Finnish Summary 
 
Pro gradu-tutkielmassani analysoin Iain M. Banksin The Player of Games-teosta. 
Tutkimuksessani tutkin Banksin utopiakirjallisuuden ja science fictionin lajeihin kuuluvaa 
teosta genren ja postmodernismin näkökulmista. Teoksen suhde postmodernismiin on 
melko hankala koska teos ei monen muun science fiction-teoksen tapaan sisällä kovin 
monia formaalisesti postmoderneja piirteitä. Tästä huolimatta postmoderni käsitteenä ja 
ilmiönä on äärimmäisen oleellinen teoksen analyysissä. Analyysin tarkoitus on selvittää 
miten The Player of Games reagoi sitä edeltäneeseen science fiction- ja 
utopiakirjallisuuteen ja miten se uudistaa sitä. Itse teoksen analyysiin olen valinnut 3 
teoksessa esiintyvää, toisiinsa liittyvää teemaa, joita tulkitsen kokoamaani analyyttistä 
kehystä käyttäen. Nämä teemat ovat sukupuoli ja keho, työ ja talous sekä ideologia ja 
politiikka. 
Ensimmäisessä alaluvussa (1.1.) esittelen tutkimuksen taustan ja tavoitteet. 
Tämän jälkeen, luvussa 1.2. esittelen lyhyesti Iain M. Banksin kirjailijana, hänen 
tähänastisen tuotantonsa sekä siihen kohdistuneen kriittisen vastaanoton. Tämän jälkeen, 
luvussa 1.3., esittelen teoksen ja annan lyhennetyn version sen juonesta. Teos kertoo 
tarinan Jernau Morat Gurgehista, Kulttuuri-nimisessä (the Culture) yhteiskunnassa 
asuvasta kuuluisasta pelaajasta. Gurgeh saa tilaisuuden käydä kaukaisessa Azadin 
imperiumissa pelaamassa valtavan monimutkaista peliä jonka voittaja kruunataan 
imperiumin hallitsijaksi. Gurgeh matkustaa Azadiin ja onnistuu lopulta voittamaan pelin 
joka hänet kutsuttiin pelaamaan. Häviöstään raivostunut keisari yrittää tappaa Gurgehin, 
joka onnistuu kuitenkin pakenemaan ja jättää taakseen imperiumin joka on hänen 
ansiostaan joutunut kaaokseen. 
Luvussa 2.1. käsittelen utopiaa kulttuurillisena ja kirjallisena ilmiönä. Aloitan 
ilmiön yksinkertaisimmista ja laajimmista määritelmistä, siirtyen sitten kirjallisen genren 
luonnehdintaan ja määrittelyyn. Utopia käsitteenä on olemassa myös kirjallisen maailman 
ulkopuolella ja se on mahdollista määritellä monella tavalla. Kaikelle utopialle 
tyypillisimpiä piirteitä ovat sen sosiaalinen, poliittinen ja ideologinen luonne, sekä sen 
täydellisyys, kriittisyys ja olemattomuus. Käsittelen myös lyhyesti utopian ja science 
fictionin välistä suhdetta. 
Luku 2.2. lähestyy utopiaa historiallisesta näkökulmasta. Aluksi tutkin suppeasti 
utopiakirjallisuutta ennen Thomas Moren Utopiaa, tämän jälkeen Moren teosta, joka 
käytännössä aloitti utopiakirjallisuuden genren. Seuraavaksi tutkin lyhyesti utopiagenreä 
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1800-luvulla ja eritoten utopian suhdetta sosialismiin, jolla oli merkittävä vaikutus 
utopiakirjallisuuteen. Tämän jälkeen siirryn käsittelemään modernia utopiaa, eli 1900-
luvun utopiakirjallisuutta. 1900-luku oli erittäin pessimistinen ihmisluonnon suhteen ja 
utopiat alkoivat näyttää maailmansotien ja atomipommin räjäytyksen kaltaisten 
tapahtumien varjossa yhä epätodennäköisimmiltä. 1900-luvun klassikkoteoksia genressä 
ovatkin nimenomaan dystopiat, anti-utopiat, kuten Aldous Huxleyn Uljas uusi maailma ja 
George Orwellin Vuonna 1984. Utopia ei kuitenkaan hävinnyt kokonaan, se jatkoi 
olemassaoloaan science fiction utopian muodossa. 
Feminismi sai jalansijaa science fictionissa (ja utopiassa) 1900-luvun 
puolivälissä. Lukuisat naiskirjailijat julkaisivat arvostettuja teoksia (joukossa useita 
utopiateoksia) ja tässä perinteisesti miesvaltaisessa ja konservatiivisessa kirjallisuuden 
lajissa alettiin kiinnittää huomiota sukupuolikysymyksiin, kolonialismin vaikutuksiin, 
vähemmistöjen oikeuksiin ja yleensä ottaen ihmisiin ja ihmisyhteisöihin tekniikan ja 
teknologian lisäksi. 
1960-luvun genressä vaikutti New Wave-liikeenä tunnettu tyylisuunta. Se oli 
tyylillisesti hyvin erilainen, postmoderni ja avantgardistinen suunta. Vaikka se oli 
lyhytikäinen eikä erityisen arvostettu myöhempien science fiction-kirjalijoiden parissa, 
New Wave toi science fictioniin runsaasti uusia elementtejä, ja siinä otettiin huomioon 
aiempaa science fictionia herkemmin seksuaalisuuteen, etnisyyteen ja väkivaltaan. New 
Wavessa painotettiin myös ”pehmeitä” tieteitä (sosiologia, psykologia) ”kovien” tieteiden 
sijaan (fysiikka, kemia, astronomia). 
1980-luvulla science fictionissa vaikutti erityisesti ns. kyberpunk-suuntaus 
(cyberpunk). Kyberpunk oli dystopistinen, äärimmäisyyteen viety versio 1980-luvun 
jälkikapitalistisesta yhteiskuntakehityksestä, jonka keskeisiä elementtejä olivat 
virtuaalitodellisuus ja kyberneettisesti muokatut ihmiskehot, jotka vastustavat ihmiskehon 
ja mekaanisen koneen välille tehtyä rajanvetoa. Myös feministinen kritiikki tarttui tähän 
science fictionin alalajiin ja siitä syntyi kokonaan oma aatesuuntansa: kyborgifeminismi 
(cyborg feminism). Donna Haraway oli kyborgifeminismin keskeisiä hahmoja. Haraway 
näki kyborgihahmossa mahdollisuuden ylittää lukuisia ihmisen biologisia esteitä, kuten 
sukupuolen. 
1980-luvulla yhteiskunnallinen keskustelu kehosta sai myös muita muotoja. Ns. 
body horror- tai splatterpunk-elokuvat ja kirjat käsittelivät kehoa abjektina, eli keskittyivät 
kuvaamaan ruumiille aiheutuvaa vahinkoa ja ruumiin tuhoutumista, jonka nähtiin 
vapauttavan ruumiin asettamista rajoituksista. Vastakkaista kehokäsitystä edusti 
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konservatiivisempi ruumiskäsitys jossa äärimmäisen maskuliiniset, tarkkaan määritellyt 
kehot edustivat konservatiivista ja rikkumatonta käsitystä kehosta. 
Eräs 1980-luvulla valtaa saanut kehoon liittyvä ajatussuunta oli kehon 
hylkääminen kokonaan käyttäen vastikään kehitettyä tietokoneavusteista 
keinotodellisuutta, virtuaalitodellisuutta. Jean Baudrillard teoretisoi simulaation käsitteestä 
suhteessa postmoderniin yhteiskuntaan ja myös kyberpunkkirjallisuudessa keinotekoiset 
maailmat ja ruumiin taakseen jättävät identiteetin muodot olivat avainasemassa. Tämä 
ruumiiden ja todellisuuden ominaisuus esiintyy myös teoksessa. 
Tämän luvun lopussa tarkastelen lyhyesti joitakin 1990-luvun science fictionin 
muotoja. Uusi avaruusooppera on science fictionin alagenre, johon Iain M. Banksinkin 
teokset kuuluvat. Tämä tyyli elvytti vanhan avaruusoopperagenren ja muutti sen entisen 
kolonialistisen ja sisällöllisesti vähäpätöisenä pidettyä muotoa. Uudessa avaruusoopperassa 
on tiettyjä utopistisia muotoja ja se jatkaa omalla tavallaan utopiakirjallisuuden perinnettä. 
Luku 2.3. käsittelevät utopian ja postmodernismin yleisiä käsitteitä. Kappaleen 
alussa esittelen lyhyesti keskeiset analyysin teemat, jonka jälkeen siirryn käsittelemään 
genreä. Alaluvun 2.3.1. keskeiset tarkoitukset ovat löytää jonkinlainen yhteinen 
määritelmä genren käsitteelle. Genre on käsitteenä hankala ja se on mahdollista käsittää 
lukuisin eri tavoin. Perinteinen genreteoria on keskittynyt karsinoimaan ja jaottelemaan 
tekstejä erilaisiin genreihin. Nykyinen genreteoria näkee genret jatkuvat neuvottelun 
tuloksina ja jopa ideologisen keskustelun välineenä, joka määrittelee tapoja jolla tekstit 
(joilla voidaan viitata myös muihin kommunikoinnin muotoihin kuin kirjallisiin teksteihin) 
suhtautuvat ympäristöönsä ja lukijoihinsa. 
Luvussa 2.3.2. käsittelen puolestaan postmodernismin käsitettä. 
Käsitteenmäärittelyn jälkeen siirryn tutkimaan ilmiötä erityisesti utopiakirjallisuuden ja 
science fictionin kautta. 1900-luvulla science fiction-genreä uudistivat erilaiset voimat, 
kuten postmoderni ja feministinen kritiikki, postkolonialismi, uudet poliittisen kritiikin 
muodot ja niin edelleen. Yleisesti ottaen science fiction on hyvin vastahakoisesti 
omaksunut postmoderneja vaikutteita. Genressä on esiintynyt suhteellisen vähän 
postmodernin kirjallisuuden piirteitä, kuten metafiktiivisiä elementtejä. 
Tom Moylanin käsite ”kriittinen utopia” (critical utopia) ilmentää lukuisia 
aikaisemmin mainittuja genren uusia ominaisuuksia. Kriittinen utopia kuvaa myöhempiä 
science fiction-utopioita jotka poikkeavat jollain tavalla perinteisistä utopiakertomuksista. 
Moylanin mukaan eräs kriittisten utopioiden tunnusmerkki on niissä aina esiintyvä 
vastavoimainen, yhteiskunnallista muutosta ajava elementti. 
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Luku 3 on analyysiluku. Luvun alussa esittelen vielä lyhyesti analyysin teemat. 
Ensimmäisessä alaluvussa tarkastelen teosta suhteessa sitä edeltäneisiin 
utopiaperinteeseen, eritoten 1900-luvun lopun kriittisiin utopioihin. Tutkin sitä, miten 
päähenkilön, fiktiivisen yhteiskunnan (tässä tapauksessa kahden eri yhteiskunnan) ja 
lukijan välinen suhde toimii, miten tekstissä esiintyvät kontrastit ja vastakkaisuudet 
toimivat ja miten utopistista yhteiskuntaa kohtaan kriittisesti suhtautuvat hahmot toimivat 
tekstissä. 
Luku 3.1. käsittelee kehon ja sukupuolen kysymyksiä. Ensin käsittelen kehon ja 
sukupuolen rooleja tekstissä. Kulttuuria asuttavien ihmisten kehot (sekä niiden sukupuoli) 
ovat loputtomasti muokattavissa. Nämä kehot ovat lähes immuuneja fyysiselle väkivallalle, 
kykeneviä vaihtamaan vapaasti sukupuoltaan, vailla sairauksia tai puutteita sekä erittäin 
pitkäikäisiä. Tästä johtuen sukupuolten välinen epätasa-arvo, seksuaalinen monogamia ja 
sukupuolimoraali ovat käytännössä lakanneet olemasta. Ihmiset ovat vapaita elämään 
elämänsä hedonistisessa ja nautintokeskeisessä tilassa. Azadin imperiumissa kaikki 
ruumista koskeva muokkaus on kielletty. Imperiumin yhteiskunta perustuu myös tiukasti 
järjestäytyneelle ja osin sukupuoleen perustuvalle vallankäytölle. Neutrisukupuoli on 
valtaa käyttävä, lajin naiset ja miehet ovat vähäarvoisia ja lähes eläinten asemassa. 
Kulttuurin asukkaat ovat myös kykeneviä tuottamaan erilaisia huumausaineita 
ruumiidensa sisällä. Huumausaineet ovat vaarattomia ja ne pitävät huolen siitä, että 
nautintoaineita ei säännöstellä eikä niiden käytöllä voida luoda epätasa-arvoisia asetelmia 
yhteiskunnan sisällä, kuten rankaisemalla niiden käytöstä tai tekemällä niiden käytöstä 
vain varakkaimpien yhteiskuntaluokkien etuoikeutta. 
Azadin imperiumissa nautintoaineet ja nautinto yleensä ottaen ovat maksullisia ja 
kiellettyjä alimmille kansanosille. Azadilaisten ruumiit ovat myös fyysisesti haavoittuvia ja 
fyysisen väkivallan uhkaa käyttäen voidaan hallita yhteiskunnan jäseniä. Sairaalahoito on 
myös köyhimpien kansalaisten ulottumattomissa, joka aiheuttaa osaltaan eriarvoisia 
asetelmia. Azadin imperiumissa ei myöskään esiinny kehojen monimuotoisuutta. 
Pitkäaikaisen geneettisen ohjelman tuloksena kaikki imperiumin asukkaat on saatu sopivan 
fyysiseen muottiin sopivaksi. Vastaava tilanne on myös vallalla Kulttuurissa, mutta se 
johtuu päinvastaisista olosuhteista, joissa ruumiiden kyky muokata itseään rajattomasti on 
tehnyt ruumiiden ulkonäöstä merkityksettömän. 
Myös kehon yhtenäisyyden ja ”pyhyyden” käsitteellä on tärkeä rooli tekstissä. 
Azadin imperiumi pitää kiinni yhtenäisen ja rikkomattoman kehon pyhyydestä ja arvosta, 
mutta ainoastaan käyttääkseen sitä vallankäytön välineenä. Tämä kehon aspekti näkyy 
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myös tavassa jolla imperiumin hallinto näkee Gurgehin kehon ja sille tehdyt vieraat 
muutokset. Kun Gurgeh osoittaa olevansa erittäin hyvä Azad-pelissä, imperiumin 
retoriikka käyttää hyväkseen nimenomaan muokatun ruumiin vierautta pystyäkseen 
väheksymään muukalaisen menestystä. 
Kaikki eivät ole yksimielisiä siitä että tekstissä esiintyvä käsitys ruumiista on 
oikea ja positiivinen. Post-humanisti Sheryl Vint on esittänyt kritiikkiä Banksin teossarjaa 
kohtaan. Vint syyttää Banksin teoksissa esiintyvää kuvaa kehosta mm. siitä että mieltä 
pidetään siinä kehoa korkeammassa arvossa ja että Kulttuuri perustuu kehon kieltämiseen 
ja inhoon. Vint on kuitenkin analyysissään melko puolueellinen, ymmärtää väärin tiettyjä 
seikkoja, eikä suostu näkemään kehon lukuisia positiivisia kuvauksia joita tekstistä löytyy. 
Alaluvussa 3.2. analysoin työn ja talouden teemoja tekstissä. Koska Kulttuurilla 
on käytössään rajattomat resurssit, perinteisiä ammatteja tai markkinataloutta ylipäätään ei 
enää teoksessa ole olemassa. Ihmiset käyttävät aikansa harrastuksiin, akateemiseen 
tutkimukseen tai, kuten kirjan päähenkilö Gurgeh, erilaisiin peleihin.  
Työnteon ainoa merkitys ei ole ainoastaan rahan ansaitseminen vaan se toimii 
usein myös ihmisten identiteetin kulmakivenä. Tämä ei pidä paikkaansa Kulttuurissa, 
paitsi teoksen päähenkilön kohdalla. Muille Kulttuurissa eläville ihmisille puhtaasti oman 
edun tai henkilökohtaisen kuuluisuuden tavoittelu on lapsellista ja turhaa. Gurgeh haluaa 
edelleen tietyn määrän yksilöllistä mainetta ja yksityisomaisuutta. Kulttuurissa 
henkilökohtaisen omistuksen ja materiaalisen omaisuuden merkitys on niin olematon, että 
käsitteet kuten ”aito” ja ”keinotekoinen” ovat menettäneet merkityksensä. 
Vaikka Kulttuurilla on rajattomat luonnonvarat käytössään, tuhlaavuus ja 
kohtuuttomuus ovat edelleen paheksuttavia ominaisuuksia. Koska Kulttuurin asukkaat ovat 
niin pitkäikäisiä ja omaavat valtavan määrän kollektiivista tietoutta, ovat he myös kaikki 
jatkuvan tietoisia siitä, kuinka onnekas ja harvinainen heidän olemassaolonsa ja elämänsä 
todellisuudessa on.  
Lopuksi, alaluvussa 3.3., käsittelen tekstin ideologisia ja poliittisia ulottuvuuksia. 
Kulttuurissa ei ole lakeja, tiettyjä käytöstapoja lukuun ottamatta. Tämä seikka johtuu 
pääosin siitä, että Kulttuuri on yhteiskunta, jonka kehitystä on säädellyt olemassaolo 
avaruudessa planeetalla asumisen sijaan. Tällaisessa ympäristössä toimiva yhteisö tarvitsee 
teoksen mukaan läheisen sosiaalisen rakenteen ja vähäisen määrän kontrollointia. Toinen 
Kulttuuria luonnehtiva seikka on sen asukkaiden pitkäikäisyys ja sen kokoama tiedon 
määrä. Tiede on Kulttuurissa erittäin arvostettua ja hyvin suuri osa Kulttuurista perustuu 
luottamukselle tieteelliseen tietoon. 
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Kulttuurin ideologisten ja poliittisten ulottuvuuksien analysointi on melko 
hankalaa sillä tietyltä kannalta katsoen niitä ei ole. Lähes kaikki nykyiset ideologiset tai 
poliittiset järjestelmät ovat jollakin tavalla riippuvaisia luonnollisten resurssien käytöstä. 
Kulttuurissa näitä resursseja on kuitenkin loputtomasti joten vastaava analyysi ei ole 
mahdollinen. Sama pätee Kulttuurin ideologisten ulottuvuuksien analysointiin. Kuten 
Banks itse kirjoittaa, Kulttuurissa elämän tarkoitusta selvittävien kysymysten kohdalla on 
katsottu, että ne ovat loppujen lopuksi ratkaisemattomia ja että ihmiset luovat itse omat 
merkityksensä. 
Tämä ei kuitenkaan tarkoita sitä, että Kulttuurin poliittisten tai ideologisten 
ulottuvuuksien analysointi olisi mahdotonta. Tekstistä voidaan esimerkiksi päätellä, että 
tietoista elämää pidetään erittäin korkeassa arvossa Kulttuurissa. Samaten tekstistä on 
luettavissa että Kulttuuri vierastaa sotilaallisesta voimastaan huolimatta väkivaltaa, 
sotatoimia ja julmuutta. Myös sosiaalinen elämä ja sosiaaliset suhteet ovat korkeasti 
arvostettuja Kulttuurissa, ehkä osittain sen takia että muuta merkittävää omaisuutta tai 
valuutta ei yhteiskunnassa ole. Tätä sosiaalista valuuttaa käytetään myös rangaistuksena. 
Jos joku Kulttuurin jäsen tekee jotakin erittäin rangaistavaa, kuten henkirikoksen, hänet 
suljetaan sosiaalisen elämän ulkopuolelle. Ja koska Kulttuurissa sosiaalinen elämä on 
välttämätöntä, ei rikollisuutta juuri ilmene. Kulttuurissa rikollisesta käytöksestä voidaan 
rangaista myös virtuaalitodellisuudella. Kulttuuriin syntyneet sinne sopeutumattomat 
yksilöt, kuten henkilökohtaista valtaa janoavat megalomaanikot, ohjataan 
virtuaalitodellisuudessa sijaitseviin peleihin jossa he saavat toteuttaa itseään vaarattomasti. 
Eräs Kulttuurin ideologian ulottuvuus on sen ulkoiset merkit. Kulttuurilla ei ole lainkaan 
tunnusta, pääkaupunkia (tai –planeettaa), lippua, tunnussävelmää tai yksittäistä hallitsijaa. 
Azadin imperiumi on tässäkin suhteessa täysin päinvastainen. Azadilainen yhteisö 
perustuu vallan merkeille, vallan jatkuvalle näyttämiselle ja vallan merkkien 
uudentamiselle, kuten Baudrillard asian ilmaisi. 
Teoksesta on löydettävissä selkeä postmodernin ja ”tavanomaisen” 
maailmankatsomuksen vastakkainasettelu. Monet postmodernin ajattelun piirteet sopivat 
Kulttuuriin ja monet ”tavanomaisen” ajattelumallin ominaisuudet sopivat Azadin 
imperiumiin. Teos ei ole kuitenkaan yksinkertainen utopiakertomus jossa Kulttuuri on 
ehdottoman hyvä postmoderni utopia ja Azad ehdottoman huono tavanomaisen ajattelun 
dystopia. Esimerkiksi Kulttuuri pitää edelleen kiinni lukuisista ”suurista kertomuksista”, 
kuten tieteestä ja historiasta, mitä postmodernismi ei perinteisesti tee ja teksti ei 
muutenkaan sitoudu selvästi moneenkaan postmodernismin luonteenpiirteeseen. 
83	  
Vaikkei Kulttuuri ei olekaan perinteinen, virheetön utopia, se voi silti tuntua liian 
positiiviselta ja mahdottomalta. The Player of Games ratkaisee tämän ongelman 
asettamalla keinotekoiset Mielet (Mind) yhteiskunnan johtoon ihmisten sijaan. Vaikka 
tämä voi kuulostaa valmiilta lähtökohdalta dystopialle (useissa dystopioissa vallan saanut 
tietokone orjuuttaa ihmiskunnan), se ei sitä ole. Teoksen tietokoneet eivät ole ohjelmoituja 
koneita vaan tietoisia yksilöitä jotka ovat omaksuneet Kulttuurin arvomaailman yhtä lailla 
kuin sen ihmisasukkaat.  
Kulttuurilla on muitakin ongelmallisia piirteitä. Kulttuurilla on olemassa 
alajaostoja, jotka ovat erikoistuneet erilaisten planeettojen ja kansojen löytämiseen sekä 
niiden muokkaamiseen Kulttuurin tavoitteiden mukaisiksi. Kuten Jacobs mainitsee, 
muistuttaa Kulttuuri tietyssä mielessä neokonservatiivista ja kolonialistista yhteiskuntaa, 
joka levittää omaa yhteiskuntamuotoaan muiden hyväksyntää kysymättä. 
Merkittävä ero Kulttuurin ja kolonialististen tai neokonservatiivisten yhteisöjen 
välillä on se, että Kulttuurilla on käytössään valtava tietomäärä ja pitkä historia sekä se, 
että sen johdossa eivät ole ihmiset vaan superälykkäät koneet. Kenties mahdollinen 
epäluottamus Kulttuuria kohtaan johtuu vain omista rajoituksistamme ja dystopioiden 
värittämästä menneisyydestämme. 
Kulttuuri ei ole kuitenkaan erehtymätön. Koska Kulttuuri ei nojaa mihinkään 
tieteellistä tietoa ja omia moraalikäsityksiä suurempaan voimaan, ei se voi taata 
absoluuttisesti että se on oikeassa tai että sen seuraamat kehityssuunnat ovat parhaita 
mahdollisia. Kulttuurin kaltaisessa postmodernissa utopiassa varmuuden sijasta 
todennäköisyyksien ja järjelle perustuvan tieteen pitää riittää. 
Lopussa vedän yhteen analyysikappaleen johtopäätökset. Kertaan että 
ensimmäisessä alaluvussa käsittelen tekstin suhdetta sitä edeltäneeseen science fiction-
utopiaan, toisessa alaluvussa teoksen tapaa käsitellä sukupuolta, seksuaalisuutta sekä 
kehoa, kolmannessa työtä, vapaa-aikaa ja resurssien käyttöä ja viimeisessä alaluvussa 
politiikkaa ja ideologiaa. 
Eräs The Player of Gamesin merkittävimmistä ominaisuuksista on sen etääntynyt 
luonne. Teos on monessa suhteessa etäällä sekä sitä edeltäneestä utopiaperinteestä että 
tavanomaisesta poliittisesta ja ideologisesta diskurssista. Tekijät jotka mahdollistavat 
teoksen yhteiskunnan olemassaolon (superälykkäät koneet, rajattomat luonnonresurssit, 
ihmiskehon täydellinen muokkaus) ovat niin fantastisia ja vaikeasti saavutettavia, että 
tekstissä esiintyvästä utopiasta tulee lähes mahdoton. 
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Kulttuurin ”mahdottomuus” on kuitenkin myös sen vahvuus. 
Dystopiakirjallisuuden vaikutuksen jälkeen utopiaa olisi hyvin vaikea, ellei mahdotonta, 
uudistaa samalla poliittisella tai ideologisella tasolla kuin ennen (tai ainakin kriittiset 
utopiat tuntuvat perustuvat tälle ajattelulle). Uuden (tai kriittisen) utopian pitää siis 
etäännyttää itsensä vanhasta utopiaperinteestä. The Player of Gamesin tapauksessa teksti 
on etäällä suhteessa sekä aikaan että niihin olosuhteisiin joihin perinteiset utopiateokset 
pohjautuvat. Tämä etäisyys myös takaa sen että The Player of Games on edelleen 
inspiroiva utopiateoksena, koska sitä kohtaan on erittäin vaikea kohdistaa 
dystopiakirjallisuuden tapaista kritiikkiä. Koska teos on kriittinen ja (post)moderni utopia, 
se sisältää jo itsessään sellaisia itsekriittisiä elementtejä, ongelmia ja ristiriitaisuuksia, joita 
perinteisessä utopiakirjallisuudessa ei ole ollut.  
 
